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Tine Davids
This thesis investigates the many ways in which the notion of motherhood is politicized 
in Mexican politics and what this means for women who participate in politics, either 
as holding elected office, as party official or being activists. In Mexico, motherhood 
is an important part of the gender repertoire, surfacing time and again as a decisive 
identity marker that is used either to include or exclude women from the political arena. 
By analysing how individual women construct their political identities and subjectivities 
this study shows how women, particularly right-wing women, politicize motherhood 
in order to create room to maneuver between competing notions of femininity. 
Using a multidimensional approach to gender this study provides insight into the 
workings of boundaries related to political participation, as well as the agency women 
have in entering and creating a sense of belonging to the political arena. It is shown 
that the politicization of motherhood figures importantly in understanding of women’s 
political participation in Mexico and Latin America and beyond.
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A la Madre  (original) To the Mother 
Gloria Trevi, 2006* (double meaning written between parenthesis) **
  
Madres, les canto Mothers, I sing to you
toda esta canción this whole song
canto esta canción I sing this song
!
a toda Madre! to all mothers (also: very cool/powerful)!
Vales, You are worth
todo el oro del mundo all the gold in the world
todo el oro del mundo all the gold in the world
!
vales Madre! you are worth mother 
  (also: you are worthless)!
 
Me pongo I place
en ti mi amor in you my love
mi amor yo pongo  my love I place
!
en la Madre! in the mother (also: oh fuck! Oh God!)
 
!
Es poca Madre! How very little mother (also: it’s really cool)!
la dicha que te doy is the joy I give you
la dicha que te doy is the joy I give you
!
es poca Madre! How little mother (it’s really cool, 
  but also: it is worthless)!
!
Es poca Madre! How very little mother (it’s really cool)!
todo el mundo me hace recordarte everyone makes me remind you 
  (think of you),
me mandan siempre a saludarte, they always ask me to say hello to you 
  (fuck you/go fuck your mother),
!
por eso hoy canto a la Madre! that is why today I sing to the mother!
te menciono a cada frase, I mention you in every phrase,
¿que hará yo sin esta Madre? For what would I do without this mother?
!
por eso hoy canto a la Madre! that is why today I sing to the mother!
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Madre, eres Mother, you are
pura como el agua, as pure as water,
!
como el agua eres pura Madre! like water you are ’pure mother’ (also: a lie)
Te doy I give you
todo lo que soy all that I am
pues lo que tú me diste for what you gave me
!
es una Madre! is a mother (also: is nothing)
Quiero, I want,
que me des un beso you to give a kiss
yo quiero que un beso I want a kiss
!
me des Madre! from you Mother (also: you give me nothing)
No tengo I don’t have
más que decir anything else to say
más que decir but to say
!
no tengo Madre! I don’t have a mother 
  (I am worthless/I am mean or bad)!
!
No tengo Madre! I don’t have a mother 
  (I am worthless/I am mean or bad)!
todo el mundo me hace recordarte everyone is always reminding me of you
me mandan siempre a saludarte, they always ask me to say hello to you 
  (fuck you/ your mother)
!
por eso hoy canto a la Madre! that is why today I sing to the mother!
te menciono a cada frase, I mention you in every phrase,
¿que hará yo sin esta Madre? what would I do without this mother?
!
por eso hoy canto a la Madre! that is why today I sing to the mother!
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(Declamacion)
 
Las madres me enseñaron en la escuela Mothers taught me at school 
  (nuns as in Catholic schools are also 
 referred to as mothers)  
en la escuela me enseñaron puras Madres… In school they taught me ‘pure mothers’ 
  (fucking nothing)
que la Madre da la vida en el parto… that the mother gives her life in childbirth… 
  (parto in Spanish means labor as in giving  
  birth but also breaking)
que da la vida en el parto la Madre… that the mother gives life at birth labor 
  (in hurting her/yourself).
*  Gloria Trevi, is a Mexican pop artist. In 2006 she wrote a pop song about mothers.  
In this song, Gloria Trevi plays with the double meanings given to mothers and 
motherhood. In Mexico this is called albur, a word game concerning double meaning of 
words and sentences, giving these a sexual connotation. Albur 1 is very difficult to translate, 
because the same words (and sounds, for it is an oral tradition) can have several different 
meanings.
**   The translation is the effect of the joined effort of 4 different Mexican native speakers  
who also dominate the English language, one of them is also a bilingual (Mexican/English) 
speaker: Abril Saldaña, Palmyra Zurita, Lilia Venegas and Ana Fernández Poncelas.  
The responsibility for this translation nevertheless rests with the author.
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Introduction | The multiplicity of motherhood  |  1chapter one 
[chapter one]
Introduction 
The multiplicity of motherhood
Ever since 1922, Mother’s Day is celebrated in Mexico on the 10th of May, 
becoming a deep-rooted tradition and one of the most important informal national 
days of festivity (Acevedo, 1982, 2002; Lamas, 2010; Monsiváis, 2006b, p. 15; Venegas, 
2013). On that day it is hard to get into restaurants in Mexico City, because everybody 
has reserved a place to have lunch or dinner with their mothers, and lines form outside 
the most popular restaurants. If the 10th of May falls on a weekday, it is hard to make 
appointments or organize meetings because people will be busy elsewhere. Of course 
commerce has picked up on this tradition over the years, evidenced by a bombardment 
of advertising campaigns on billboards, television, and other media. This is not only  
the case in Mexico City but also throughout the rest of the country. The importance  
of motherhood is underlined by serenading mothers and celebrating them in different 
ways at home, in schools, or at work. For instance, at the University of Guanajuato all 
female academics who are mothers receive a letter from the rector of the university to 
recognize them on Mother’s Day. In the 2013 letter, the rector attributes attitudes and 
values to mothers such as: ‘love, selfless commitment, preoccupation with others and 
endless responsibility’. He furthermore expresses:
 Deep respect and adoration for those like you, that endure with dignity, 
professionalism and joy, the double responsibility of being mothers and 
academics, a sentiment that is shared throughout our community and justifies  
a delivery to you, in the coming fortnight of May, of a special bonus of 650.00 pesos 
[around 35 euro], as a small recognition of your work.2
The mere fact that a rector of an old and respected university in Mexico in the year 
2013 sends a thank you note and a bonus to its academic mothers reflects the pervasive 
importance of motherhood in Mexican society. In this letter mothers are glorified for 
the ‘double responsibility’ they have to carry, something that is probably not expected 
from academic fathers since they do not get such a thank you note or bonus for being 
fathers. At the same time the value of motherhood is sold cheaply, because the double 
burden is valued in terms of a bonus that equals more or less two meals in a middle-
class restaurant in Guanajuato. 
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The celebration of Mother’s Day seems to be more than just an innocent day  
of festivities, co-opted by commercial interest. The way in which women are praised  
for their sacrifices and altruism on Mother’s Day, as reflected in this letter, is critiqued 
by Marta Lamas, a well-known feminist in Mexico. Lamas criticizes the rather 
condescending way in which women are extolled and celebrated once a year, arguing 
that this glorification mystifies what motherhood in real life entails (Lamas, 2010).3  
The mystification Lamas refers to is a specific cultural repertoire and history concerning 
Mother’s Day and the different meanings attached to motherhood. The origin of 
Mother’s Day in Mexico in 1922 illustrates best the diverse meanings attached to this 
celebration and thereby to motherhood. 
The establishment of this festivity was politically motivated and the outcome of 
a power struggle between different political ideologies in mainly two regions, between 
the southern state of Yucatan and the political and administrative centre of the country, 
Mexico City (Acevedo, 1982, 2002).4 The self-sacrificing, altruistic characteristics and 
the capacity to suffer that are ascribed to women as mothers were heralded and the 
subject of political manipulation. The glorification of mothers served as an instrument 
in the fight against progressive political forces that strived, among other goals, for 
women’s suffrage, which was gaining momentum at that time in the southern state  
of Yucatan. 
The notion of motherhood is thus subject to a political power struggle over 
meaning. This political manipulation of motherhood did not end with the creation of 
Mother’s Day. It is remarkable that throughout the history of the struggle for suffrage 
in Mexico, which started in Yucatan with the feminist conferences of 1916 and lasted 
until 1953, when women were granted full citizenship, different images of motherhood 
have figured prominently among different groups on both sides of the struggle (Cano, 
2006; Dietz & Vericat, 1990; Macías, 1982; Pérez, 1999; E. Tuñón, 2002). Within feminist 
groups and women’s movements, women’s identity as mothers is mainly articulated to 
sustain the argument in favour of full suffrage, while from the side of the government 
the image of motherhood is mainly manipulated to sustain the argument of denying 
women the vote. 
Because the subject of motherhood played an important role in women’s 
entrance into the political arena, dominating the dialogue between women and the 
state (Jaiven, 2013; Mooney, 2007; Olcott, 2005; Vaughan, 2006), it is interesting to 
study why and how the issue of motherhood acquired its political momentum and 
the connotations that are involved. In particular, the studying of motherhood as a 
representation of femininity can give insight into the construction of gender in politics, 
and even more so, because the importance of motherhood is not restricted to the past.
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In 1989, I visited Mexico with the intent to investigate women’s political 
participation, since they were still a minority 5 in Parliament and there was little 
literature on this subject.6 At the time it struck me how images of motherhood were  
not only present as part of a political historical consciousness among different groups 
such as feminists, journalists, and female politicians, but also in the way different 
female participants articulated motherhood as part of their political identity.  
The articulation of motherhood in politics stirred all kinds of questions about why 
and how these images kept on being important in setting the boundaries for women’s 
political participation and why and how individual women named motherhood as 
important aspect of their participation. Motherhood seemed to be a very strong and  
at times dominant image (Craske, 1999, 2005) and this is why the meaning, influence, 
and workings of images of motherhood in politics is the central focus of this thesis. 
Over the years, it became clear that notions of motherhood, though not 
totally absent in other parties, are in particular strong among right-wing political 
women (Barrera, 2008; Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994). In Mexico this means women 
participating in the right-wing opposition party called the Partido Acción Nacional, 
or PAN (National Action Party). Right-wing women, often labelled ‘conservative’, 
tend to be overlooked by feminist scholars (Bacchetta & Power, 2002; Bedi, 2006; 
Mahmood, 2001, 2005; Power, 2004); as Monsiváis (2006) states in relation to Mexico: 
‘Conservative women, the guardians of tradition and “eternal values”, have been 
studied insufficiently’ (Monsiváis, 2006b, p. 11). This study seeks to contribute to the 
feminist literature on right-wing and conservative women by focussing on Mexican 
right-wing female politicians and activists from the PAN. 
The image of the guardians of tradition and eternal values that is often linked to 
traditional motherhood needs de-essentializing. As Power (2004) argues, many scholars 
tend to believe that right-wing women’s political choices are dictated by the Catholic 
Church, the conservative parties, or their husbands. The consequence is running the 
risk of depicting these women as cultural dupes or mere pawns in a male-dominated 
political game (Bacchetta & Power, 2002; Bedi, 2006; Power, 2004, pp. 138-139).  
To prevent depicting right-wing women as cultural dupes, the political subjectivities of 
these women – their motivations and room to manoeuvre – need to be further analysed 
up close. Therefore, this dissertation seeks to address this central research question:
 How does motherhood figure as a representation of gender in Mexican political 
discourses and how do women that participate in formal politics, in particular, 
those of the PAN, relate themselves to different notions of motherhood?
By answering this question, I aim to make intelligible the way in which different notions 
of motherhood figure as an important representation of gender in constraining and 
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enabling women’s political participation in Mexico. Therewith I aim to contribute 
to knowledge on the construction of gender in politics, the mechanisms of power 
involved and how to conceptualise these in relation to gender.
In this introduction, I discuss political participation as identity construction, 
and describe part of the Mexican context, against which the central question and aim 
have to be understood and acquire further meaning. In this section also the way in 
which political participation is interpreted and applied in this thesis is explained. 
Subsequently, the central concepts of gender, motherhood, and political subjectivity 
and agency are introduced. I will start by introducing a multi-layered approach to 
studying gender, one of the central concepts of this thesis. Here the way in which 
gender will be analysed, as part of political participation, entailing both representation 
as well as subjectivity, will be explained. Next I will further introduce the notion 
of motherhood as the central representation of gender analysed in this thesis. 
Successively political subjectivity and agency, as related concepts in the quest for 
making intelligible how women relate themselves to different notions of motherhood, 
are introduced. The multi-layered approach to gender also encompasses the relation 
between researcher and researched and how agency is constructed as part of that 
relation. Therefore, the way self-reflexivity is applied in this research is addressed.  
In each part the corresponding sub questions and chapters will be introduced.  
In the last part of this introduction the methodology will be explained.
P o l i t i c a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n :  C o n t e x t  a n d  i d e n t i t y  c o n s t r u c t i o n 
As mentioned above, this research project started with the objective to study women’s 
participation in Mexican politics.7 Mexico’s political landscape is next to a gendered 
also a complex landscape, larded with often contradicting tendencies. I first want to 
picture here some of these tendencies as part of the Mexican context against which this 
research took its shape, followed by explaining how I approached the issue of political 
participation. 
Although formally a democratic country, Mexico has since the revolution of 
1910-1920 became known as an enlightened one-party dictatorship, ruled by the  
Partido Revolucionario Institutional, or PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party).  
This party can be characterized by its revolutionary, nationalist, and socialist rhetoric, 
combined with authoritarianism, electoral fraud, coercion, and violence (Meyer, 2013; 
Pansters, 2012). The stability of the PRI regime, which was based on clientelist and 
corporatist mechanisms, helped to build an image of political stability in contrast 
to the revolts, coups d’états, and dictatorships of other Latin American countries. 
Although opposition parties existed in Mexico, both left-wing and right-wing,  
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it took until 2000 for the PRI to be overthrown for the first time by the PAN. The PAN 
won two successive national elections and governed from 2000-2006 and 2006-2012, 
after which the presidency was again in the hands of the PRI.
On the left side of the PRI the opposition is organized in the Partido de la 
Revolución Democrática, or PRD (Party of the Democratic Revolution), which together 
with the PAN and PRI are currently the most influential parties of the political playing 
field in Mexico. The victory of the PAN in 2000 also has to be attributed to the fact  
that the slogan ‘únete al cambio’ (join the change) and the campaign ‘un voto útil’ (a useful 
vote), spurred people of different convictions to use their vote to get the PRI out,  
and attracted a lot of leftist voters.8 Since its foundation in 1939, the PAN has opposed 
the PRI and has been known for its Catholic humanism and pro-business attitude,  
which went against the socialist political ideology of the PRI (Shirk, 2005).9 
Although the PAN is officially a secular political party10, its culture and ideology 
combine a neoliberal with a religious-inspired discourse (Loaeza, 2000; Shirk, 2005). 
In combining these elements, the party was in search of role models of femininity 
that combine modernization with certain religious allusions, in which women should 
neither be marimachas (tomboys) or marisabidillas (miss know-it-alls), but rather strong 
women modelled after biblical female figures or the likes of Joan of Arc (Barrera, 2008,  
p. 12). An example of such a role model is found in the Mexican version of the Virgin 
Mary, La Virgen de Guadalupe. María Ignacia Mejía, for instance, a female PAN member  
involved in the creation of the female section of the party, while debating about women’s 
suffrage reasoned that if the Virgen de Guadalupe is a woman, and the destiny of the 
nation depends on her, how would it be possible to impede women from participating 
in that destiny? While reflecting on the ambitions for social changes the PAN envisioned 
for the country, she stated, in defending women’s right to vote at the national congress 
of the PAN in 1944:
 The social reform will come from Mexican women. Because the authentic reform 
will overflow the household and because the destiny of Mexico depends on a 
woman. The holy Maria de Guadalupe. Shutting women out of the mission of  
the social reform would be as omitting the foundations, the roots, the heart.  
For this is what women mean in relation to the reform that one seeks for society, 
without her the PAN would not exist, nor would we be standing here talking 
about social reform (Hidalgo Ramírez, 2008).11
As this quote illustrates, is it not surprising that the articulation of the archetypical image 
of motherhood is heavily propagated among the right-wing politicians of the PAN 
(Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994).12 In other words, women are here portrayed as the 
bearers of specific ethics that are attributed to La Virgen de Guadalupe such as altruism, 
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unselfishness, and sacrificing. Moreover, as the national symbol of the birth of the 
Mexican people, La Virgen de Guadalupe appears as a source of Mexico’s national 
identity.13 It is a more or less taken for granted image that seems to speak for itself in 
an environment where both its religious and its national supremacy are undisputed. 
This does not mean though, that the way this image is represented in politics is 
unequivocal. 
During the 1980s, opposition to the PRI gained momentum and transformed  
the PAN into a political power to be reckoned with, starting in particular in the northern 
border states of Mexico. The success of the PAN was due to the fact that the party 
presented itself as the party in favour of democracy and rule of law, and against the 
corruption and electoral fraud of the PRI. This made the PAN appeal to a wider range of 
voters and activists, among which also considerable numbers of women. The campaign 
strategies of the PAN, at that time, aimed at mobilizing and reaching out to youth and 
women (Bañuelos Rentería, 2002). It is within the discourse of the PAN that the image 
of motherhood as part of a bourgeois family ideal stands out most. This bourgeois 
family ideal implies a dedicated mother and housewife who takes care of all familial 
affairs, an ideal that can be afforded only by the happy few. It is therefore interesting 
to study how the PAN attracts women, including those who cannot adhere to this ideal, 
to become active and rally for this party. Which notions of motherhood are attached 
to this ideal and how are these notions politicized in order for women to become 
active and participate? Hence I was motivated to further focus this thesis on right-wing 
women, the conservative discourses of their party, and the way notions of motherhood 
are politically moulded.
Investigating the politicization of motherhood is in particular interesting in 
relation to a context and politics of modernization. After a period of nationalist and 
protectionist economic regimes it was president Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988) 
of the PRI who gave the economy a neoliberal turn, which was continued by his 
successor, Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994, PRI), who signed the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between the United States, Canada, and Mexico. This has 
continued under current President Peña Nieto (PRI), who partly opened up Mexico’s oil 
industry to foreign companies. The liberalization of the economy has led to economic 
growth as well as to growing inequality and armed protest by the southern indigenous 
Zapatista movement.14 NAFTA has stimulated the increase of maquiladoras,15 especially on 
the northern border of Mexico. These industries are famous for hiring especially young 
women at low salaries. Many young women migrate to the border region, often leaving 
their families behind to try to survive in a region that is infamous for its violence and 
murders of women (feminicidios) and lack of action by the local government. 
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Furthermore, the processes of modernization, neo-liberalization, inter-
nationalization, and globalization that have set foot in Mexico go accompanied,  
as in many other places, by mixed traditionalist and conservative tendencies (See also  
Marchand & Runyan, 2000, 2010). Some of these conservative tendencies are influenced  
by religion and the relation between state and church, which has been tense and 
very problematic at times. The anti-clerical and anti-Catholic policies of the post-
revolutionary government led to a broad and bloody struggle against the government, 
known as the Cristero War (1926-1929), in which women played a critical supportive 
role. This role gave women a conservative image that would later have an important 
impact on the suffrage struggle.
Although Mexico knows a separation of state and church, and was founded as  
a secular state, its society and culture reflects strong Catholic traditions. It is estimated 
that 88% of the population identifies as Catholic. Within the PAN, Catholic culture 
is significant, as some of its founders were cristero fighters and many of its earliest 
sympathizers came from the Catholic party of that time and the Unión de Damas 
Católicas, a Catholic women’s organization, which was involved in defending the 
Catholic church and spreading Catholicism through philanthropic work (Olcott, 2005; 
Schell, 1999, 2006; Shirk, 2005). The influence of this history is still tangible within  
the PAN.
The gendered character of the political landscape however is not only 
determined by religious or traditional tendencies. Despite the authoritarian 
characteristics of the political regime of the PRI, which led to the disappearance of 
many journalists and political opponents, Mexico projected a progressive, modern,  
and democratic image, also in terms of addressing gender inequality, hosting for 
example the first United Nations international women’s conference in Mexico in 1975. 
Mexico has different progressive laws and institutions, including the general law of 
women’s access to a life free of violence (installed in 2007) and the National Institute 
for Women (INMUJERES) aimed to address all issues regarding women’s social, political, 
and civil rights, installed by the government in 2001. In spite of the democratic image 
and these progressive measures, practice is often different.16 Mexico struggles with  
a high percentage of feminicidios 17 and women’s and feminist movements have a history  
of combating gender violence and inequality in different spheres of life.
As already touched upon in the first part of this introduction, Mexico has known 
a long struggle for suffrage and different feminist movements, in different waves, 
have had their influence on politics. Although the long struggle for suffrage and the 
fraudulent and authoritarian character made the second wave feminists initially weary 
of politics, different feminist initiatives were initiated during the 1980s and 1990s  
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to get gender issues on the political agenda and to mobilize women to participate  
in politics. Feminist initiatives as part of the struggle to get more women in politics  
was supported among women of different parties and eventually led to the installation 
of electoral quota, which guarantees female participation in national politics 
(Fernández Poncela 1995, 2004). 
Still the political arena has long been the last male bastion in society with  
a predominantly masculine culture (Barbieri, 2003). Studying female participation 
in Mexico’s political arena is therefore interesting and can contribute to the 
understanding of processes of in- and exclusion of women in society. More in 
particular, exploring the boundaries for women’s political participation can further 
our understanding of power mechanisms installed in these processes. Boundaries 
are constructed in many ways, such as those, among others, informed by religion 
and feminism, and involve constraining or enabling power. These boundaries can 
be formal, such as the requirements necessary to participate in politics, belonging 
to a party, and being elected, or they can be informal, such as belonging to certain 
networks or families. The studies of Camp (1980, 1984) for instance have displayed that 
PRI political recruitment went via personal networks that were formed while studying 
at Mexico’s most famous and prestigious public university: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, or UNAM (National Autonomous University of Mexico) in Mexico 
City. In a more recent study Beer and Camp (2015) show that women equally rely on 
personal and family connections as men do to gain public office.
This thesis though, is directed at studying the less solid side of boundary 
construction. Power, as part of boundary making, is not only effectuated through the 
more overt or formal obstacles that can inhibit or stimulate women such as rights and 
laws, or quotas. Boundaries are also set by processes of giving meaning and by the way 
in which a cultural gender repertoire is captured and articulated. Entering the political 
arena for individual women means that they have to construct a political identity and 
justify their presence in politics, even when they do have formal access. The long 
suffrage struggle – from 1916 till 1953 – proves it was not self-evident that women could 
be public political actors. Over the years there have been many successful feminist 
initiatives and alliances between different women’s groups to stimulate women’s 
participation in politics and counter the traditional image of women as mothers and 
caretakers. Although great progress has been made, due to the efforts of these groups, 
according to Tarrés (2015), the political governmental elite have not yet adequately 
enough integrated women and other sectors [such as indigenous population] into 
the political process. Even in contemporary Mexico the masculinist character of the 
political domain has not yet disappeared, though many more women are present in 
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politics, in particular since 201518 when an electoral quota of 50% female politicians 
became effective.19 
However important and positive the quota system is20, it is no absolute 
guarantee for a gender-sensitive change in political culture and consciousness 
(Rodriguez, 1999). Nor does it guarantee that women also participate equally in 
important parliamentary committees (Solorio Almazan, 2014), or that women do get  
to actually participate in their chosen positions. Women are sometimes listed in 
districts where they have no chance of getting elected (Rodriguez, 1999). Another 
phenomenon is that of las Juanitas, women who let themselves be placed on the list 
of candidates, and are, once elected, replaced by a male member of the same party 
(Fernández Poncela 2008). Moreover, the installation of electoral quotas itself and  
thus the recognition by the state for the need of installing these, can be interpreted  
as a token of the on-going gendered character of both the state and its government.  
In particular, the recent war against the drug cartels under PAN president Calderon 
(2006-2012) led to militarization and characterizing the state as hypermasculine. 
Where for men the appropriation of the public political space may come 
naturally, women have to construct this naturalness in creating their legitimization, 
visibility, and credibility as political subjects. Within the political and public domain 
women, as Crenshaw (1992, p. 403) points out, have to speak within the rhetorical 
structures in which cultural and political power have been organized, if they want to be 
heard and seen. Rhetorical structures here refer to the structures set by representations 
in cultural texts about gender that are normalized within the public domain, and 
therefore often go without noticing them. Representations of gender, such as in this 
case specific meanings of motherhood, effectuate this cultural and political power 
through the way in which they are articulated in dominant discourses. 
By ascribing meaning and normalization to certain connotations, such as the 
sacrificing, abnegating, and caring character of women as mothers, other connotations, 
such as the intellectual, professional, and autonomous character of women, are 
downplayed or neglected, depending on the political inclinations of the moment. 
Representations of gender function as boundary markers, constraining and enabling 
the possibilities for women to be political actors. The question why and how particular 
notions of gender are emphasized, negotiated, or negated in particular moments in 
time and space becomes consequently important to investigate.
Political participation, therefore, is not only about the partaking of women in 
politics, whether exercising their rights or filling the ranks according to whatever places 
are provided by quota. This is not to say that participation and acting are not important. 
However, this research does not explore women’s political representation in terms  
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of the more overt or formal obstacles in place that can inhibit or stimulate women.  
The focus of this research is on the less tangible, informal, cultural repertoires of 
femininity and masculinity and its intersection with politics and political discourses.
I question how women’s participation, and with it gender, is represented in 
political discourses and at the same time how they represent themselves in negotiating 
this gender repertoire. Therefore, I approach political participation foremost as part of 
a process of meaning and identity construction and the power mechanisms established 
in this process. This is not a neutral process though, since it concerns a power struggle 
over what a woman must be, to be credible within the political realm. Analysing 
these power mechanisms requires thus a conceptualization of gender that entails the 
dynamic between how gender identities are ascribed to women, as well as how women 
internalize, (re)produce, reject, resist, or subvert these identities. Gender as a multi-
layered concept offers such an analytical tool. 
  
T h e  m u lt i p l e  d i m e n s i o n s  o f  g e n d e r :  A g e n cy  a n d  s t r u c t u r e
Studying how the notion of motherhood, as a representation of femininity, ascribes 
certain characteristics to female political participants, and how women relate 
themselves to particular representations of gender, requires a multidimensional 
conceptualization of gender. It asks for a conceptualization that accommodates both 
the power articulated in political discourses, as well as the agency invested in the way 
each individual woman negotiates these discourses. However, this conceptualization  
of gender is complicated and calls for clarification. 
Gender is a complex and much debated concept. In gender studies and within 
anthropology, much inspired by Gayle Rubin’s (1975) influential essay ‘The Traffic 
in Women: Notes on the Political Economy of Sex’, ‘gender’ is used to point at the 
cultural, socioeconomic, and political construction of sex. This has turned out to be 
problematic, because it suggests a rather rigid, and even dichotomous distinction 
between sex and gender, where sex would refer to biology and gender to culture 
(Nicholson, 1994; Scott, 2010). As part of the consequence of this distinction it 
became easy to separate gender from women (or men for that matter). Especially in 
the translation of gender analysis into politics and policies, the consequence of this 
dichotomous separation between sex and gender has often led to narrowing ‘gender’  
to the category of women (see for instance Cornwall, Harrison, & Whitehead, 2007). 
One of the problems with reducing gender to women is that some of the power 
mechanisms involved in gender relations are left out of sight. Furthermore, the sex/
gender distinction can also lead to the reproduction of heteronormativity, if gender 
is solely interpreted and essentialized as the relation between men and women, 
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as happened for instance at the Beijing conference in 1995 (see also Davids, Driel, 
& Parren, 2014). Gender therefore should neither be considered as only a cultural 
construction, as if gender is not embodied, nor as restricted to women. The same 
applies to motherhood, as it should not be understood as just biological and restricted 
to mothers only. The tendency to capture gender either in a culture versus biology 
dichotomy or the tendency to reduce gender to women (or men) while losing sight of 
the cultural constructions and power relations surrounding them, is linked to thinking 
in yet another but related divide: the one between structure and agency. This division 
often has caused scholars to either focus on the agency of actors (in particular women) 
or the structural factors constraining and facilitating them (often labelled as gender). 
As Ortner (2006) points out this opposition between structure and agency within 
social theory is often experienced as: ‘perhaps the profoundest truth of social life’  
(S. Ortner, 2006, p. 2). Although this opposition is rather persistent, I see it as a task 
of feminist scholars to deconstruct this opposition between structure and agency and 
conceptualize gender at the interface between the cultural construction of sexed bodies 
and the experiences and performances of people in everyday life (Butler, 1990;  
S. Ortner, 2006; Scott, 2010).21 It is precisely in the dynamic between agency and 
structure that gender as result of processes of meaning giving becomes visible.  
To understand the power mechanisms at work in the politicization of certain notions 
of motherhood, questions need to be asked about what and who gives what kind of 
meanings to motherhood. Therefore, a conceptualization of gender is needed that 
captures gender construction as both the representations of motherhood at stake  
in political discourses as well as how individual female politicians and activists relate 
themselves to and negotiate these representations. 
An approach that offers such a multidimensional perspective is elaborated  
and inspired by the work of Harding (1986), Scott (1986, 2010), Mohanty (1991), 
Moore (1994), and Braidotti (1994), who all in their specific ways point at the necessity 
of understanding and analysing gender as the multi-layered or multidimensional 
construction of sexual difference. These dimensions represent different facets of  
the process of meaning giving, which in social reality constantly interact, but which  
are distinguished for analytical purposes. These facets encompass the dimension  
of symbolic representation, which refers to the norms, values, and images of gender.  
In this research motherhood as a powerful representation of femininity is centre staged 
and investigated for its connotations in different political discourses and contexts. 
These connotations concern the descriptive or discursive effects of the representation 
of motherhood, such as the suffering and self-abnegating qualities that are ascribed 
to women as mothers that often rely on common knowledge and beliefs, as indicated 
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above (see also Mills, 1997; Smith, 1990). The next dimension of institutional and structural 
practices refers to practical arrangements via structures and institutions in which we 
move and act on daily. Here, this concerns the political arena and its institutions  
and practices, such as parliaments, senates and other legislative bodies, and political 
parties. This is the dimension in which the connotations of motherhood, such as the 
sacrificing and suffering mother, can obtain political significance and be manipulated 
as part of political struggle over meaning. 
The dimension of individual subjectivities refers to the construction of individual 
identities and experience. In this research, this concerns the political subjectivities 
and agency of female participants, in particular those of the PAN. Since gender, in 
this approach, encompasses subjectivities as part of the lived experience of women 
it encompasses sex and gender construction as embodied, but without essentializing 
embodiment. Consequently, the meanings of motherhood are studied as a cultural 
construction of gender and are not seen as natural, taken-for-granted representations 
of maternity. Together these dimensions constitute a multidimensional approach that 
can be applied to analyse the power mechanisms at work in discourses. The relation 
between structure and agency can thus be explored, with help of this multidimensional 
approach to gender, in the constant dynamic between representations and the way 
in which these images are negotiated, redefined, or reproduced as part of women’s 
subjectivities. In this thesis therefore contributing to knowledge about the construction 
of gender in politics is operationalized in studying how the dynamics between these 
dimensions constitute gender differences in the Mexican political context.
The aim of making the power mechanisms of gender construction intelligible 
is a theoretical and empirical aim at the same time. By investigating how the 
representations of motherhood figure in political discourse and in the construction of 
political subjectivities, I aim to contribute to knowledge on the mechanisms of power 
and its conceptualisation in relation to gender. This aim places this research at what 
I understand to be the core of feminist and gender studies within the disciplines of 
anthropology and development studies. At the same time it is also an empirical aim, 
because it strives to make intelligible female political participants’ room to manoeuver 
within the political domain. The application of the multidimensional gender approach 
aims at understanding not only which constraints but also which avenues are opened 
up for female political participants through knowledges and beliefs about femininity 
and masculinity. 
Exploring these gender dynamics in relation to women participating in Mexican 
politics is a guiding principle and the backbone of this thesis. The chapters explore 
these dynamics in different ways, some more explicit while others more implicit.  
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They vary from, so to speak, a bird’s-eye view of globalization processes, zooming in  
on national and regional contexts, to the micro dynamics of agency in the life of  
one right-wing female politician. Her life story is touched upon in different chapters,  
and thus functions as a central character throughout this thesis. Although the interplay 
between the different dimensions of gender is addressed as much as possible, this 
interaction manifests itself and is emphasized differently depending on the perspective  
of the respective chapter. 
In chapter two, the multidimensional approach to gender is further elaborated 
and theorized as part of the aim to contribute to the knowledge on the mechanisms 
of power and its conceptualization in relation to gender, taking the case of political 
representation of motherhood in Mexico. This chapter seeks to answer the sub-
question: how can the multidimensional approach to gender help to unravel the problematic link 
between gender and globalization? Representations as part of the discursive dimensions 
of gender are not only locally informed but are both locally inspired as well as 
internationally and globally. Although chapter two touches upon and tries to connect 
the different dimensions of the construction of gender identities, the emphasis 
is on the symbolic dimension, and the political meaning of the representation of 
motherhood as part of local interpretations to the international and global context is 
analysed. This chapter describes how the notion of motherhood figures in processes of 
democratization and as such not only tries to connect global processes to national and 
local processes but also, as an inherent part of globalization, touches upon the tension 
between modernity and tradition. This chapter is a stepping stone in answering the first 
part of the central question – how does motherhood figure in political discourses in 
Mexico? – aiming to make the political importance of motherhood intelligible.
M o t h e r h o o d  a t  t h e  c r o s s r o a d s 
b e t w e e n  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  m o d e r n i t y 
In this thesis motherhood is approached and focussed on as an important 
representation of gender, investigated in relation to political discourses and how 
notions of motherhood inform political subjectivities of women participating in 
politics. Below I will further conceptualize and contextualize motherhood in order to 
further explain its centrality for this thesis.
Modernity and tradition are touched upon in chapter two because motherhood 
in Latin American and Mexican political history seems to arise as an important political 
factor especially at moments of crisis and or transition (Buck, 2002; Chaney, 1979; 
Craske, 1999; Jaquette, 1976, 1989; Martin, 1990; P. J. Tuñón, 1999). At these moments 
of ‘key shifts’ (Mills, 1997), certain images of motherhood seem to become a dominant 
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representation of femininity in national and political discourses (Molyneux, 2007). 
These key shifts are often characterized by processes of modernization (Craske, 2005; 
Sanders, 2009, forthcoming). Pateman (1992, p. 19) even defined maternity as the 
difference that both created women’s exclusion from politics and civic rights as well  
as the central mechanism by which women are incorporated into modern politics.  
A major factor to these mechanisms of in- and exclusion is the fact that motherhood 
often seems to be a focal point where axes of tradition and modernization cross.  
It is as Bayes and Tohedi (2001) describe: ‘As part of the struggle for democratization 
and modernization processes, when ideas about modernity challenge more traditional 
values, women, their sexuality, and in particular their traditional roles as mothers, 
tend to become a site for contestation’ (Bayes & Tohidi, 2001, p. 7). The question 
subsequently becomes: which connotations of motherhood are attached as the 
outcome of such contestations? 
In Latin America, debates over the appropriate roles of mothers can take 
different forms. The symbol of motherhood has been used in Latin America, as 
Westwood and Radcliff (1995) put it: ‘both to signal opposition and resistance to  
the excesses of the state and to represent the epitome of the national subject’ (p.12). 
What Westwood and Radcliff point at is that there are instances in Latin American’s 
history in which the role of women as mothers is propagated by governments as 
the righteous national female identity. An example can be seen, for instance, in 
the founding of the first Mother’s Day in Mexico, where the image of the traditional 
mother as a sacrificing caretaker was articulated as the righteous female revolutionary 
Mexican identity, which Vaughan (2006) frames as ‘maternalism’ (pp. 29-30). 
Women can capitalize on this image of motherhood to their own advantage. Chaney 
(1979) describes for instance how women in Chile and Peru have extended the idea 
of traditional motherhood to the public realm of politics in order to motivate and 
legitimate their participation, creating an image of the super madre (super mother).
However, the same notions of motherhood can also be used to symbolize resistance 
against the state. Different movements of activist mothers arose, as an answer to 
state terrorism, while making use of the traditional imaginary of motherhood, such 
as the committees of mothers in Argentina, El Salvador, and Mexico (Chuchryk, 1989; 
Kirkwood, 1990; Westwood & Radcliff, 1995). Although less well known than the 
Argentinian case, Mexico also had its dirty war in the 1970s, after the student uprising 
in 1968. Mothers fight, and have been fighting over time, to get their disappeared 
daughters and sons back. Rosario Ibarra, twice a left-wing candidate for the presidency 
in 1982 and 1988, became an important symbol of this resistance. The mothers in 
Mexico, who fight against feminicidios and the impunity of the murderers, construct a 
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related example, often referred to as ‘militant motherhood’ (Alvarez, 1990; Bejarano, 
2002; Mooney, 2007). Because the traditional image of mothers can be manipulated 
both to symbolize national identity as well as resistance, the image of motherhood  
has been used and manipulated along the whole political spectrum in Latin America. 
This political spectrum ranged from right-wing to left-wing political parties, all kinds  
of different women’s movements, and varied from human rights groups to mothers 
who helped General Pinochet in Chile (Molyneux, 2001).
Whether notions of motherhood symbolize national identity or resistance to  
the state, the meaning of motherhood seems to be politicized at moments of transition 
when modernity meets and interacts with tradition and vice versa. Processes of 
globalization that have modernity at heart (Appadurai, 2005; Giddens, 1990; 
Tomlinson, 1999) and that display, among others, attempts toward democratization 
and neoliberalization, can construct such moments. It is therefore interesting to further 
explore these moments for their impact on the connotations ascribed to motherhood, 
and investigate how and why these connotations gain power at specific moments  
in time and place. In the following two chapters, several such moments are explored  
in the context of Latin America, Mexico, and the regional political context of the 
northern border region of Mexico. Chapter three answers the sub-question: how is  
the cultural repertoire of motherhood entangled with Mexico’s national political modernization  
and democratization project? This chapter links Mexico via a shared gender repertoire to  
the modernization processes of other Latin American countries and aims to help make 
intelligible how traditional notions on motherhood score their discursive effect in politics.
These notions of motherhood form part of the gender repertoire in Latin America  
and Mexico and are linked to different archetypical representations of femininity. 
Tuñón (1999) for instance acknowledges three historical figures that are part of 
Mexico’s gender repertoire who have become over time gender archetypes. The first 
is Malinche, an indigenous woman and daughter of an indigenous leader, who was 
enslaved and given to Hernan Cortez, Mexico’s Spanish conqueror (1519-1521), and 
who figured as his translator and mistress. Second is the La Virgen de Guadalupe, the 
Mexican equivalent of the Virgin Mary. The third archetype is Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, 
a 17th-century intellectual, writer, and nun who joined the convent out of her desire to 
study. The interpretation and the meaning of these archetypes and their connotations 
vary in time and context and are part of different processes of meaning giving (Cypes, 
1991). During these centuries Spanish Catholicism became localized.
According to P. J. Tuñón, Malinche appears to monopolize sexuality, Guadalupe 
unselfish motherhood, and Sor Juana the intellect (P. J. Tuñón, 1999, p. XV). Sor Juana 
became an important inspiration for feminist consciousness, as she strived for women 
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to get educated and satirized machismo22 in the poems and plays she wrote. The other 
figures are more directly related to different connotations of motherhood that became 
important in the process of Mexico’s nation building. Anzaldúa (1999) distinguishes  
La Llorona as a third motherly figure next to La Virgen de Guadalupe and Malinche.  
La Llorona, which means the weeping one, refers to the legend of a woman who 
murdered her children because her husband cheated on her, and then drowned herself. 
As a ghost she came back to search for her children and she still haunts people.  
The origin of this legend is disputed; some connect it to Malinche, and others to  
the ambiguous figure of the cihualpipiltin women who died in their first childbirth  
(P. J. Tuñón, 1999). According to Anzaldúa (1999, pp. 52-53), the symbolic meanings  
of three figures have been manipulated to institutionalize oppression: Malinche to 
bring shame on indigenous origins, La Virgen de Guadalupe to make people docile  
and enduring, and La Llorona to propagate suffering. 
However, Malinche and La Virgen de Guadalupe are most often and directly 
connected by different authors to the myth of origin of the Mexican state. Malinche 
is metaphorically considered to be the first mother to give birth to mestizo children. 
According to Paz’s famous work The Labyrinth of Solitude (1985), she represents the 
suffering mother because she represents the open and violated: ‘la chingada’ (the 
raped one).23 She is also often considered to have betrayed her own people in her role 
as sexual partner and translator for Hernan Cortez (Barjau, 2009), since the origin of 
the mixed, mestizo people can be found in the oppression of the indigenous Indian 
population by the Spanish colonizers. 
The brown Virgen de Guadalupe appeared at Tepeyac Hill, a place (now part  
of Mexico City) that the Aztecs associated with Tonantzin, their mother goddess.  
La Virgen de Guadalupe became the symbol of the connection and integration of  
two cultures: indigenous and Spanish, framed as the mestizaje. The apparition of this 
Virgen is considered a turning point, or was used as such by the colonial powers,  
in the conversion of indigenous people. As a motherly symbol of the birth of the 
Mexican people and culture, she became part of the origin myth of the Mexican state, 
and thereby intimately related to Mexico’s national identity (Brading, 2001). The Virgen 
de Guadalupe is also an important symbol for different indigenous groups, sometime 
fighting the state, among others, because she helped to define ‘Indians’ as human 
beings (Anzaldúa, 1999; Kurtz, 1982). Her image has been used alternatively, and 
sometimes simultaneously, as a symbol of liberation as well as one of accommodation 
and control (Peterson, 1992). La Virgen de Guadalupe is still an important religious 
image in everyday life in Mexico, but a more secularized image of motherhood has 
emerged as well and can be recognized, for instance, in the way mothers are still 
celebrated on Mother’s Day. 
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Theories about how this gender repertoire on motherhood influences women’s 
positions differ. Stevens (1973) was one of the early feminist authors that theorized the 
meaning of traditional motherhood as a power base for women in their everyday life 
(see also Sanders, 2009). Given the devotion to La Virgen de Guadalupe, Stevens coined 
the concept of marianismo as the cult of female spiritual superiority and the counterpart 
of machismo. According to Stevens (1973), women as wives and mothers might suffer, but 
instead of being passive victims, suffering would make women semi-divine and morally 
and spiritually superior to men. Women could gain power on basis of the strategic 
manipulation of this image of maternal superiority.
Stevens’s article stirred a lot of critique among Latin American, Mexican, and 
Chicana24 feminists, who deconstructed the cult of female superiority as essentialist.  
By doing so they contributed to the post-colonial feminist critique of the one-dimensional 
representation of women as mothers (Bourque & Warren, 1981; Browner & Lewin, 1982; 
Derks & Heessels, 2011; Ehlers, 1991; Melhuus & Stølen, 1996; Navarro, 2002; Schmink, 
1984; Steenbeek, 1986).25 The critique of Stevens’s marianismo, however, does not mean 
that the representation of motherhood in terms of suffering and self-abnegation  
does not exist as part of Mexico’s gender repertoire. The problem rather is the way  
in which power is conceptualized by Stevens. Conceptualizing marianismo and machismo 
as two sides of the same coin, as a coercive encompassing ideological complex of 
gender representation, falls short in describing and explaining the varieties in both 
femininity as well as masculinity (see also Gutmann, 2003, 2006). Later studies on 
gender and motherhood have studied traditional notions of motherhood, as part of  
the historical processes and imaginary and what these notions mean for women in  
their own contexts, being or not being mothers (see for instance Acevedo, 1982;  
Ávila, 2004; Lagarde, 1993; Lamas, 1996). In this thesis, the archetypical images  
of motherhood are studied in the context of women participating in politics. 
In Mexico, however, a sensitivity exists in relation to the study of motherhood 
on the part of feminist movements and scholars. Partly this sensitivity is linked to the 
critique of the work of Stevens, partly it dates back to the struggle for suffrage in which 
women’s supposed conservatism was taken as a reason by the then ruling regime to 
obstruct full women’s suffrage (Fernández Poncela 1995; Jaiven, 2013; E. Tuñón, 2002). 
Women as mothers can have multiple characteristics, but in discourses essentialist 
notions can dominate other notions. The quest in studying the importance of 
motherhood in politics, then, is to deconstruct these notions and unravel the reasons 
for women to adhere to essentialized motherhood.
As we all are at once a product and agent of history, while embodying culture 
(Biehl, Good, & Kleinman, 2007; S. Ortner, 2006, p. 2), subjectivity can be considered 
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as the dynamic and unsolved tension between the self and social/political processes 
as part of lived experiences (Biehl et al., 2007, p. 15). The study of these subjectivities 
gives insight into how women rework and give meaning to the world and therefore 
does not point to a pre-given or original form of ‘self ’ or ‘personhood’. Although 
the ‘self ’ or ‘personhood’ is involved in subjectivity, in this thesis I consider political 
subjectivity to be part of the construction of a personal political identity, formed 
and transformed dynamically in negotiations between self and the subject positions 
ascribed to individuals through discourses (see also Fischer, 2007), as explained also 
in the multidimensional approach to gender above. Subjectivity encompasses the 
personal process of meaning giving and therefore also concerns the moral and morality 
in how we construct ourselves as moral agents.
Chapter four, therefore, tries to analyse how female political participants and 
activists of the PAN can construct themselves into moral agents by using traditional Mexican 
notions of motherhood. This chapter contributes to the further analysis of how notions 
of motherhood score their discursive effect in politics and is a stepping stone in 
understanding how motherhood is related to the construction of political subjectivities 
of PAN women.
P o l i t i c a l  s u b j e c t i v i t y  a n d  a g e n cy 
Where chapter four explores how groups of female PAN activists construct themselves 
as moral agents by using notions of motherhood, chapter five elaborates this analysis 
further by zooming in on how the political subjectivity of one prominent female PAN 
politician is constructed. Although it is impossible to generalize about the subjectivity 
of one person, it is in this border crossing, literally and symbolically, from the private to 
the public and the political, that we can learn more about which boundaries are in place 
for women participating in politics. In the construction of one woman’s subjectivity, 
gender norms and their limits become tangible. 
Motherhood, seen as a specific attribute of women, often symbolizes that what 
must be kept separate from public life (Pateman, 1989; Reiger, 2000). Without wanting 
to dichotomize public and private, it is important to acknowledge that this divide might 
be transformed over time but did not wither away with women’s participation in public 
and political life (see also Mouffe, 1992; Reiger, 2000; Repo, 2014). It is therefore 
worthwhile to study how this divide has been negotiated by a female politician.
When women enter the public and political domain they challenge the divide 
between public and private that assigns women to the private and men to the public 
sphere (Lebon & Maier, 2006; Olcott, 2005, p. 5; Tarrés, 1989). Especially when entering 
the political domain, political subjectivity is at stake, as can be heard in the stories 
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women tell about themselves, trying to find words in making this political space  
their own. Entering this domain means the creation of personal room to manoeuvre,  
an embodied way of belonging to the political and public arena (Braidotti, 2009).  
In chapter five, the story of this female politician is analysed up close, to study how 
agency is at stake in the creation of room to manoeuvre. In this chapter the dynamic 
between structure and agency is further explored primarily from the perspective of  
the subjective dimension of gender: how does a female politician negotiate the gender 
norms, in this case the ambiguities of motherhood? 
In negotiating representations of motherhood, the agency of my central 
character becomes intelligible. The micro-level analysis of agency can produce insight 
into the relations and contradictions between subversion and compliance (see also 
Braidotti, 2009), but which might be rushed over when not analysed at this micro level. 
In this fifth chapter, I ask how agency can be conceptualized both as a subversive force 
as well as a force that might sustain norms. Chapter five answers the sub-question:  
how is agency manifested in the way a Mexican right-wing female politician repeats, negotiates,  
and to a certain extent, subverts the structures of her party’s discourse? 
Analysing the subjective dimension of gender means that not only the agency 
of the researched is at stake but also that of the researcher. The agency of the 
researched depends on the interpretation of the researcher, and is thus constructed 
intersubjectively (see also Davids & Willemse, 2014; Willemse, 2014). Chapter six 
explores the shifting positions and positioning, during the research process, of the 
‘self ’ of the researcher and the researched as ‘other’. Agency is not just knowledge 
in and of itself that should be represented, but is part of the intersubjective 
relation between researcher and researched. Therefore, this chapter deals in a self-
reflexive mode with my vulnerability and subjectivity as a researcher as part of the 
intersubjective knowledge production of this research. Chapter six scrutinizes part  
of the research engagement with the same right-wing female politician who also  
figures centrally in chapter five, aiming to understand how this engagement colours  
my understanding of her agency. 
As I describe in this last chapter, I lost my initial resistance against right-wing 
female politicians over the course of the project. Rather than trying to negate or hide 
the tensions it produced to combine feminist assumptions and aims with researching 
women that have rather different opinions and aims than I have, I had to place these 
tensions centre stage, learn from them, and understand how they were productive 
for the research project. Starting out with feminist ideas and ideals on ethnography, 
involving empathy and solidarity (Stacey, 1991), I ran into right-wing women with  
whom I found it sometimes difficult even to sympathize. These encounters nevertheless 
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taught me how valuable their stories are and, moreover, that political participation  
is not only about representation but about how these women narrate their stories  
and find words to express their agency and subjectivities amidst the political turmoil  
in which they submerge themselves.
As a result, this thesis also represents a journey into the endeavour of inter-
subjective research relations and reflection that is tied to my own history – or my own 
‘shadow biography’ (Behar, 1993).26 This shadow biography began with the official start 
of this research project, which dates back to 1988 when I began as a PhD student at  
the University of Utrecht.27 Over the years, due to different circumstances, I abandoned 
this project several times, but I have always returned and found my way back into it. 
Consequently, it has taken different directions and shapes over the years as different 
perspectives have strived for preference. Not only have my theoretical perspectives 
changed, but also the material was gathered over the course of years, since I have gone 
back and forth to Mexico several times in 2005, 2008, and 2013.
The insights gained during this process were accompanied by a paradigm shift 
within feminist anthropology and development studies in the understanding of power 
from a Marxist, and a more instrumental understanding of power over, to a Foucauldian 
understanding of power to, as exercised in the disciplining workings of discourses (see 
also Davids & Driel, 2002). As a result, the initial focus of the research project on the 
characteristics and functioning of women participating in high-ranking positions in 
politics and administration and how and why they participated changed into a focus  
on discourse and political subjectivities of female (right-wing) politicians and activists, 
as an entrance to study gendered power mechanisms. 
Due to these changes, the long period of time over which I was engaged in this 
research process made me all the more aware of the necessity to critically reflect on the 
research process as one of ‘situated reflexivity’ (Nencel, 2014). It is, as Braidotti (2009) 
points out, necessary for a gender researcher to develop a genealogical perspective on 
their own discipline to be able to understands their own location (p. 257). She refers to 
the ‘politics of location’ as a strategy in which confrontation with other women’s texts 
(of different backgrounds) makes one see the limitations of one’s own location, truths, 
and discourses. In chapter six, I describe the roots and routes of this research project 
as a critical genealogy (Foucault, 1984), or as Pillow (2015) coins it: reflexivity put to 
use as genealogy. The journey through different paradigm shifts and epistemological 
and theoretical debates, and corresponding shifting perspectives on the position of 
the researcher, not only moulded the research question over time but shaped ‘my 
own discourse’ (Straatman, 2014) of my (personal) history. In the conclusion I will 
come back to how the process of research, reflecting, and writing informed ‘my own 
discourse’ and epistemological viewpoint.  
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 43
Introduction | The multiplicity of motherhood  |  2120  |  chapter one 
M e t h o d o l o gy 
This is a qualitative study, the epistemological and methodological standpoints of 
this research are based on feminist ethnography as a particular kind of knowledge 
production and mode of representation, inspired among others by authors such as 
Golde (1986), Abu-Lughod (1990), Stacey (1991), Mohanty, Russo and Torres (1991), 
Bell, Caplan, & Karim (1993), Schrijvers (Schrijvers, 1993), and Behar and Gordon (1995). 
These authors have demonstrated that knowledge is situated and intersubjective. 
Feminist ethnography strives to scrutinize and deconstruct the power relations involved 
in the process of knowledge production in order to alter and ultimately improve this 
process. 
For me, respecting and representing the agency of women under research is  
one way of trying to put these feminist scientific ideals into practice, an approach  
I share with other authors, including Buitelaar (2014), Ghorashi (Ghorashi, 2014), 
Nencel (Nencel, 2014), van Stapele (2014), van Santen (van Santen, 2014), Straatman 
(2014), and Willemse (Willemse, 2014). The biographical or life history method that is 
applied in this research can improve the representation of ‘subaltern others’ narratives 
with respect to people’s agency (see among others Berger & Patai, 1991; Brodszki & 
Schenck, 1988; Personal Narratives Group, 1989). Life histories show how individuals 
frame their story and ascribe meaning to their experiences (Davis & Brinkgeve, 2002; 
Eastmond, 2007; Ghorashi, 2002; Nijhof, 2000). 
Therefore, life stories give insight into identities as a constant process of 
identification. For studying political participation as a part of identity construction 
and the subjective dimension of gender, as is the case in this thesis, the biographical 
method is an adequate method. As Yuval Davis (2011) states: ‘Identities are narratives, 
stories people tell themselves and others about who they are (and who they are not)’ 
(Yuval-Davis, 2011, p. 25). Life histories give access to understanding how narrators 
negotiate discourses as part of a ‘speech act’ (Butler, 1997), and thus open up avenues 
to investigate and represent agency. In this research, the life history method is 
complemented by self-reflexivity as a way to improve the representation of the agency 
of the ‘other’. 
As the central question and point of departure for this research project indicates, 
the research is directed at studying the narrations of women who participate in formal 
politics. This does not imply however, a conceptualization of politics restricted 
to formal politics, which would imply a rather arbitrary division between private 
and public life. As became particularly apparent due to the struggle of the feminist 
movement and the work of feminist scholars, with reference to the famous adage  
that ‘the personal is political’, politics is not restricted to formal politics, as an activity 
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or occupation such as the work of parties, politicians, or government officials. Politics 
penetrates the different domains of life, and everyday life is full of political strategizing 
and politicization.28 Also, the other way around is true: the arena of formal politics is 
not an arena removed from society and the influences of broader cultural discourses 
(see amongst others Evans, 1986). While taking this into consideration the analytical 
focus in this study is on politics and political discourses as part of formal political 
processes and practices of government, and on women who participate in politics  
as an activity that is part of that process and arena or directed at influencing it. 
As explained above this research project went through different stages and 
phases. During the first two periods of field work, in the years 1989-1990 and 1990-1991, 
I set out to study high-ranking female politicians at the national level and the local level 
of the federal district of Mexico City. This choice was made because Mexico has always 
shown strong centralist tendencies in politics, despite its strong regional powers. I did 
not conduct a classic ethnography, in the sense of living and participating in a specific 
community. Although I was able to visit some female politicians at home, it was not 
possible to be part of a political community in the sense of comprehensive participating 
observation. I applied, in combination with life history method as mentioned above, 
a mixture of methods; interviewing, small talk (Driessen & Jansen, 2013) assisting 
meetings and gatherings. I interviewed (semi-structured and in-depth interviews), 
spoke with, and followed female members of the national Parliament and the Mexico 
City assembly,29 female senators, a female governor of state, a female candidate for 
president, a female head of a union, party officials and assistants, heads of women’s 
sectors within parties, and representatives of feminist movements. I furthermore spoke 
to and interviewed key informants inside and outside academia. I attended meetings 
of Parliament, party meetings, women’s meetings in branches of parties, and several 
combined initiatives of feminist and female politicians, such as mujeres por la democracia 
(women for democracy) and the initiative to increase the penalty on sexual harassment. 
I also followed one female member of Parliament to her home state, Nuevo Leon, the 
state she represented; attended meetings; and interviewed a female mayor and spoke 
to several female party activists in this state.30 The data collected over these years,  
and the analysis of these data, form the basis for the first two chapters of this thesis. 
The theoretical approach of the gender lens as described in the first chapter was 
developed in close cooperation with Francien van Driel, my co-promoter and co-author 
of the first chapter.
During the subsequent short periods of fieldwork (in 2005 and 2008),  
the emphasis was on following and meeting again with the women I had already  
met in addition to meeting some new politicians. One woman I had interviewed  
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before as a member of Parliament had by then become a senator. She is the protagonist 
in chapters five and six. In 2013 I chose to further zoom in on the northern border 
region, with special emphasis on Ciudad Juárez. The north of Mexico is renowned  
for its strong participation within the PAN, and in this region the party won its first and 
most important elections. What also made this region special was the relatively high 
participation of female PAN activists, as described in chapter four. 
I furthermore got the chance to collaborate with Lilia Venegas from the Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología y Historia (INAH, National Institute for Anthropology and 
History)31, who had been studying female political right-wing activists of the northern 
border region. We joined forces during a fieldwork period in 2013, when we interviewed 
new and former respondents from her research in 1992, as well as respondents I knew 
from previous interviews held in Mexico City who were now operating in their home 
state. Venegas furthermore made the interviews she held earlier in 1992 in Ciudad Juárez 
available to me for analysis. This combined data from 1992 and 2013, and knowledge 
from my earlier fieldwork, formed the basis for the fourth chapter. This not only meant  
a shift in regional focus but it also provided the chance to complement the data gathered 
on high-ranking female participants with those of activists and women participating in 
the party or simply rallying in its favour.   
Throughout the fieldwork periods, the aim was to gather narratives and life 
stories of the female politicians involved, in order to get more insight into their agency. 
This did not work out with all the women. Sometimes the interview would stay at  
a more informative, somewhat superficial level, others I came to know well. Among 
them one female PAN politician, she figures as a central character in chapter four 
on the micro-dynamics of agency. I collected personal narratives as very individual 
expressions and texts and reflected on cultural texts and discourses present in these 
narratives. Taking the narratives and analysing these as texts in context (Willemse, 
2007) offered the possibility of analysing the discourses in which the narrator positions 
herself. I used Fairclough’s (2007) critical discourse and text analysis to complement 
the multidimensional gender approach applied in this research. Applying his method 
of text analysis, looking not only at the manifest level of a text, but also at its structure, 
made it possible to generate insights into how discourses are present in personal 
narratives, as well as which mechanisms of agency are at stake.
O u t l i n e
The chapters of this thesis are based on published articles and book chapters.32  
Each chapter describes a specific approach to and perspective on the central theme  
of this thesis: the politicization of motherhood in Mexico. In chapter one, this theme 
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and the central research question of the thesis are introduced, and the background, 
context, and research rationale are explained. Furthermore, the central concepts  
and related sub-questions are introduced and discussed. 
Chapter two further elaborates the theoretical frame of the thesis. In chapter two 
gender as a concept is explored from a globalization perspective. This chapter, entitled 
‘The unhappy marriage between globalization and gender’, examines the rather 
awkward relationship between gender and globalization, and it scrutinizes the 
confusion and interpretation of gender as a concept, in particular within development 
studies, that underlie this uneasy relationship. Different orthodoxies and dichotomous 
thinking that characterize the unhappy marriage between gender and globalization  
are deconstructed. Instead of doing away with gender, as some authors suggest, 
a multidimensional gender approach is elaborated, which situates gender within  
the global/local nexus. This approach is further elaborated with the case study of  
the political representation of motherhood in Mexico. In connecting global processes 
to national and local processes, this chapter describes how the notion of motherhood 
figures in processes of democratization. In doing so the chapter not only tries to 
connect global processes to national and local processes but also touches upon 
the tensions between modernity and tradition.  
As part of the application of the multidimensional gender approach to the 
Mexican case, a Mexican female politician is introduced in chapter two. Here called 
‘Marina’, this ‘well known and respected MP’ of the PAN appears also in most of  
the following chapters, and is the protagonist in chapters five and six. She is one  
of the female politicians I followed over the years. The analysis of her life story is 
pivotal in analysing political subjectivity and studying gender as part of the dynamics 
between the symbolic and subject dimensions of gender, which run as a common 
thread through the different chapters of this thesis. Her repeated appearances form 
part of the sequence in connecting the different chapters, and the different levels and 
perspectives these chapters address, ranging from the global and international via  
the national and the regional to the local and micro level of individual female political 
participants.
Chapter three takes up the study of the politicization of motherhood at 
the national level and history of Mexican politics. This chapter, entitled ‘Political 
representation and the ambiguity of Mexican motherhood’, illustrates how at different 
moments in Mexico’s political history, in particularly during the suffrage struggle  
and the regime of President Salinas de Gortari (PRI), motherhood figures in processes 
of excluding women from and including women in the political arena. These moments 
are characterized as ‘key shifts’ that are part of the processes of modernization, and I 
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argue that especially in these moments the image of motherhood gets politicized.  
This is not unique for Mexico though. Mexico is linked, via shared gender repertoires,  
to the modernization processes of other Latin American countries, and this chapter 
aims to help make intelligible how traditional notions of motherhood score their 
discursive effect in politics.
These discursive effects are further analysed in chapter four for the way in  
which they create political spaces of belonging for PAN activists and politicians in  
the northern border region of Mexico. In this chapter, entitled ‘Motherhood politicized: 
gender, morality and political right-wing activism at Mexico’s northern border’,  
I discuss how this discourse of motherhood figures and gains meaning within the 
political power struggle at different moments in time in the context of the northern 
border region, and in particular in Ciudad Juárez. Although very strongly manipulated 
in the past by the PAN, and still present in the way women negotiate their spaces and 
agency as political activists, the significance of this discourse is changing. The recent 
emphasis on female activism from the political to the civil society arena marks the 
increasing political impact and importance within civil society of the cultural repertoire 
on motherhood, in particular concerning mothers and feminists as activists.
Chapter five, entitled ‘The Micro dynamics of agency: repetition and subversion 
in a Mexican right-wing female politician’s life story’, zooms further in on the process 
of individual negotiation of motherhood as part of the construction of political 
subjectivity. This chapter analyses the micro dynamics of agency as represented in 
Marina’s life story. It focusses on how agency manifests itself in the way Marina repeats 
the rhetorical structures of her party’s discourse. Although claiming to be a modern 
woman, and serving as a high-ranking politician, she repeatedly articulates traditional 
ideals of motherhood that also figure prominently within the PAN. Still, at some point, 
she goes beyond merely repeating the dominant discourse in constructing her own 
political subjectivity. In tracking her life story, the micro dynamics of her agency are 
explored through textual and discursive analysis, attempting to overcome the framing 
of agency in terms of the dichotomy between compliance and resistance. Analysing 
her narratives reveals that Marina deconstructs seemingly essentialized notions of 
discursive motherhood, as the part of the symbolic dimension of gender, into a moral 
notion, as part of the subjective dimension of gender.
The dynamic between the different dimensions of gender does not only connect 
discursive notions of gender to the subjects under study but also to the researcher.  
In chapter six, entitled ‘Trying to be a vulnerable observer: matters of agency, solidarity 
and hospitality in Feminist Ethnography’33, this engagement of the researcher with 
Mexican – in particular right-wing – female politicians is explored. Marina is paramount 
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to the process of self-reflection on which this study embarks. The encounter with 
her not only led to me examine my understanding of agency, but also to critically 
examine the practice of conducting feminist research and feminist solidarity in research 
on conservative women. With the help of the notions ‘vulnerable observer’ and 
‘hospitality’ I explore, in chapter six, what kind of engagement or common ground  
can be found in this intersubjective and transnational space that connects me as 
researcher to the Mexican women under study.
By way of this transnational space, the research of this thesis comes full circle  
in terms of addressing the different levels at which the central theme is approached, 
and these different insights are tied together in chapter seven. In this conclusion, 
I describe how the dynamics of motherhood as a discursive entity figure in the 
construction of individual political subjectivities, and how this implies a process  
in which women move between the represented and the representable. 
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[chapter two]
The unhappy marriage between 
globalization and gender 34
  At the time I was designing a course called ‘Globalization and Culture’ and was 
consistently struck by the two distinct categories into which the texts for the course 
fell: macro analysis of the history, structure, and expansions of economic forms  
of globalization and micro analysis of women’s insertion into the global economy 
as workers and members of third world countries (Freeman, 2001, p. 1007). 
Although published in 2001, this quotation from Carla Freeman still holds true.  
In contemporary ‘grand theory’ and mainstream – mainly macro – analytical 
frameworks about globalisation and development, gender analysis is mostly absent.  
At the same time, within gender and development studies, globalisation lacks 
articulation with gender analysis. The latter is often directed exclusively at the local 
level, as Freeman states. Notwithstanding elaborate analysis within gender and 
development studies, aiming to examine core mechanisms of globalisation from  
a gender perspective in the most dominant debates in this ﬁeld, globalisation itself  
is not analysed but is taken for granted.
This leads to the production of orthodoxies that are repeatedly reproduced, 
in which women are ignored as carriers of globalisation. Within these debates 
globalisation often appears as a presumption, as a process ‘out there’ that has 
devastating impacts on the locally lived realities of women’s lives. Within these kinds 
of polarised analyses women are represented one dimensionally, as local victims of 
evil global processes, or as heroines (supposedly) ﬁghting against or resisting these 
global processes. Neither of these representations corresponds to the complex lived 
realities of women or men, nor to the complex nature of (gendered) globalisation 
processes. The interpretations of these processes are based on dichotomous thinking, 
representing not only locality in juxtaposition to globalisation but also the local as  
the female cultural/traditional realm opposing the masculine economic/modern global 
sphere.  
According to the editors of a special issue of Development and Change on gender 
myths and feminist fables, awkwardness and uneasiness characterise contemporary 
relations between gender and development (Cornwall et al., 2007). Just as the 
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monolithic and rather essentialist representations of women as better peacemakers, 
or as less corrupt, among others, ﬁgure in the relationship between gender and 
development in general, within the debates on gender and globalisation one-
dimensional representations of women as victims and heroines are evoked. Particularly 
within the debate on the globalising feminisation of poverty this last representation 
assumes universal and mythical proportions. In most of these debates it is not gender 
analysis per se that is questionable but rather its absence. A critical re-examination  
of the relation between gender and globalisation seems, therefore, imperative. 
Cornwall, Harrison and Whitehead even question the political sustainability of gender:
 Its explanatory power and political salience have come under steady critique in 
recent years, further fragmenting the possibility of mounting coherent positions 
in its defence. Our papers also raise acutely the question of whether there is 
something in the lack of a consistent and coherent version of what ‘gender’ 
is actually all about that serves to undermine the political potency of feminist 
positions. But these doubts have also served to further weaken the possibilities 
for its use within the development arena as a meaningful tool for sharpening 
political awareness and mobilizing action. (Cornwall et al., 2007, p. 17) 
Three different concerns are raised in this quote: in the ﬁrst place the question  
about the coherence of the concept of gender and the consequent need for its  
re-examination. Second, its explanatory and political power is doubted and third  
its applicability to the practice of development policies is questioned. In this article  
we will address two of these concerns, namely the conceptual and analytical power  
of gender, which in our understanding is intrinsically linked to its political power.  
We start by scrutinising the practice of feminist development theory, since it seems  
that we are, indeed, confused about what gender is all about. We do this by exploring 
the link between gender and globalisation.
We therefore need to re-examine the theoretical thinking and assumptions  
that have given way to universalisms about women that so characterise the debates  
on globalisation and gender and the unhappy marriage between them, here labelled  
as global orthodoxies. Different orthodoxies such as the victim-heroine, the global-
local and the traditional-modern orthodoxy will be discussed and deconstructed.  
A critical discussion of these orthodoxies will lead us to the formulation of a different 
conceptualisation of globalisation and gender in contrast to the one displayed in these 
orthodoxies. We will illustrate the analytical possibilities of this approach by presenting 
a case from Mexico on the political representation of motherhood in Mexican politics.
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D e b a t e s  a n d  o r t h o d o x i e s 
The ﬁrst question that comes to the fore is that of what we consider to be orthodoxies. 
As we will illustrate in deconstructing one such orthodoxy below, it is often 
dichotomous thinking that lies at the heart of the production and reproduction of 
these orthodoxies that take on mythical proportions, dichotomous thinking that has 
turned into what Bourdieu calls orthodoxies representing ﬁxed dominant discourses 
maintaining the status quo (Bourdieu, 1977). Orthodoxies have become narratives 
and texts which, although unwillingly and partly unconsciously, inform our daily 
science practices of theorising, debating and doing research. As Cornwall et al argue, 
the emergence and persistence of some of these narratives as myths can be explained 
by the interaction between development bureaucracy and development scientists 
(Cornwall et al., 2007). This interaction results either in pressure to produce convenient 
outcomes for policy makers, or in scientiﬁc outcomes being all too easily turned  
into convenient truths by the development bureaucracy. This may explain part of  
the success, attraction and persistence of such myths. 
 In the following paragraphs we will brieﬂy discuss some perspectives on the 
relation between gender and globalisation that we believe are based on dichotomous 
thinking, and are acquiring mythical proportions in their repetitiveness and claims of 
universal truth. We explicitly want to emphasise that not all feminist work or gender 
analysis on globalisation is based on orthodoxies, suffers from dichotomous thinking, 
or reaches a mythical state. There are many eloquent, nuanced and contextualised  
analyses that do not reﬂect this binary thinking (Ong, 1999). 
 Nevertheless, one of the early and probably most familiar and widespread 
orthodox positions on globalisation and gender within development studies is a 
perspective that depicts globalisation as bad for – mostly Third World – women. 
Globalisation is studied and described for its supposed effects on the lives of women 
and its content is deﬁned by diverse processes such as accelerated capitalism or 
neoliberalism, resulting in international prostitution and trafficking of women, among 
other things. An example of such an approach to globalisation can be found  
in Wichterich (2000).  
 In her book women feature as victims, while globalisation ﬁgures as the 
perpetrator, as a nightmare scenario for most of the world’s women. At the same 
time women are called upon to resist these devastating developments. Rowbotham 
& Linkogle also see women as the agents of change (2001). We do not want to argue 
against the negative impact for women of neoliberal restructuring or environmental 
degradation as described by these authors. Many of their ﬁndings and the phenomena 
they describe are accurate and real, and writing about the marginalisation, abuse of  
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and violence against women is absolutely necessary. But as real as these phenomena 
are, it is the representation of gender that is articulated along with it, reducing gender 
to women only and the unilinear and top-down approach to globalisation that  
troubles us. This representation constitutes the central concern of this article.
Emphasising the negative impacts of globalisation tends to produce 
homogeneous views on categories of victims of macroeconomic relations. One of  
those categories is produced in the feminisation of poverty debate. Although this 
debate has received extensive attention in the literature, the premises on which it 
rests still linger on in the formulation and execution of social policy (Molyneux, 2007). 
Furthermore, most attention within this debate is directed to whether a feminisation  
of poverty actually exists. However, this is not our main concern in this article.  
Here we will take a closer look at this debate as one example of how dichotomous 
thinking informs a scientiﬁc practice in which, albeit unwillingly, an implicit reversion 
of gender theorising takes place and gender even evaporates.
G l o b a l  e n e m y  v e r s u s  f e m a l e  v i c t i m s / h e r o i n e s
The main argument of the feminisation of poverty thesis is that globalisation has 
accelerated the feminisation of poverty, mostly reﬂected in the increasing number 
of households that are headed by women. The following step – to the claim that 
households headed by women are poor – is then easily made. However, different 
studies have proved that female-headed households are not poor per se, and question 
the mere existence of the feminisation of poverty itself (Chant, 2007).
The claim that female-headed households as a category are poor is an implicit 
reproduction of the male-breadwinner paradigm. Female heads of households combine 
breadwinning and caring tasks and this combination then appears as a deviation  
from the norm. The fact that education and care are also labour is thereby moved  
into the background. Female-headed households are not compared with male- 
headed households in which the male head does not have a partner and takes on  
the educational and caring tasks.
Different processes of exclusion take place here. Globalisation itself is not 
analysed as a complex and multidimensional phenomenon but is merely studied in its 
(assumed) effects. The same holds true for a gender analysis: gender mechanisms are 
not analysed as a set of intersecting and complex power relations but merely as certain 
effects on women and on women only. What is left unquestioned is the fact that women 
are captured in the repetition of a discourse in which gender differences are indirectly 
represented via an image of femininity in juxtaposition to the masculine breadwinner 
ideal. The complex relations between processes of gender and globalisation by contrast 
are not addressed at all.
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It is obvious that questions of whether female-headed households are poorer 
and what the causes of this poverty might be are generally addressed in economic 
terms. The fact that female-headed households are often better off emotionally, 
socially or even economically is not discussed. The same applies to the fact that women 
within male-headed households can be worse off, despite their households being 
headed by men, because, for example, they are subjected to violence or lack access 
to resources if the latter are controlled by men. As Jackson states, what is lacking is a 
nuanced and context-speciﬁc understanding of how households embody both separate 
and shared interests, and both conﬂict and co-operation; these intersections are 
absolutely critical to the workings of gender (Jackson, 2007).
As a result, women are made into the instrument of the ﬁght against poverty  
on the basis of such clichés, both nationally and internationally. In connecting  
female-headed households in a linear manner to the feminisation of poverty and  
by characterising the latter as a result of globalisation and as a global phenomenon, 
unilinear and universalistic representations of both women and globalisation are 
formulated and reproduced as global orthodoxies. Instead of deconstructing this 
essentialist stance on gender relations, it is actually reinstated (Davids & Driel, 2001).
This is but one example of an analysis in which globalisation appears as the 
enemy and women as its victim. As described above, different studies portray women as 
victims without agency, but at the same time they are still often called upon to awaken 
and resist globalisation. A strange phenomenon occurs because these orthodoxies 
seem to reproduce a kind of black box. They do not give any clue how women will 
turn from being victims into heroines since they are, as this conceptualisation of 
globalisation suggests, positioned outside the processes of globalisation itself. As such 
these orthodoxies diminish the political power of feminist analysis and positions since 
they mystify the way that women’s resistance should be understood and conceptualised 
in relation to speciﬁc power relations.
Moreover, this black box rings a familiar bell from the past: deﬁning women 
both as problem and as solution to problems that are beyond their control. If we recall 
the ﬁrst feminist debates on Women in Development (WID), the parallel with the 
critique of these early debates becomes clear (Rathgeber, 1990).The contemporary 
debates on women and globalisation still tend to mirror the premises that women 
are somehow positioned outside the system, suffering its consequences, albeit as 
outsiders, and leaving no room for the idea that women can also be carriers of the 
system.
Besides the fact that this seems to bring us back to studying women, instead 
of studying gender relations, the way in which power relations are portrayed in this 
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debate also evokes former paradigms of thinking in dichotomies between oppressors 
and oppressed, as in the more Marxist and socialist informed Women and Development 
(WAD) debates, except that now globalisation replaces (patriarchal) capitalism. 
Global orthodoxies such as the one described above reproduce the male-breadwinner 
paradigm and, thus, implicitly the status quo. Therefore, in our view, it is not a failing 
gender analysis that gives rise to universalisms and unilinear thinking about women 
and globalisation but rather the absence of gender analysis. As we have tried to 
make clear above, these orthodoxies are rather based on an analysis of women as a 
category and on an unproblematic notion of globalisation, and much less on gender 
and globalisation, let alone on the relations between the two. Addressing ‘women’s 
issues’ is, as Carol Pateman wrote, not the same as engaging with feminist theory, 
however tempting this might seem (1989). Moreover, following Pateman, addressing 
globalisation in terms of ‘women’s issues’ runs the risk of being silenced in debates on 
development and globalisation theory, since these matters are dismissed as peripheral 
to the ‘core businesses’ of globalisation theory. They do not pose any challenge to 
mainstream arguments since they are not considered to constitute distinctive problems 
of their own that can not be solved or addressed by mainstream theory.
G l o b a l  v e r s u s  l o c a l
Representing globalisation solely as bad processes that victimise women inherently 
evokes other orthodoxies, such as thinking in global spheres versus the local realm,  
as already indicated above. It is not only studies that focus on women and globalisation 
that display this conceptualisation, many of the studies that do apply a gender analysis, 
i.e. which go beyond the category of women, also lean heavily on this way of thinking. 
As Moore states, the dichotomy between the global and the local is a construction that 
ﬁgures as a truth that is not questioned, let alone theorised and conceptualised (2004).
 This global-local dichotomy underpins quite a few feminist analyses of 
globalisation. Here global processes often appear as masculine economic processes of 
international production invading the feminine local cultural domain of consumption 
(see also Freeman, 2001). For example, Bayes, Hawkesworth and Kelly are of the 
opinion that globalisation fundamentally challenges the public/private divide,  
and that women are confronted with contradictory gender ideologies locally (Bayes, 
Hawkesworth, & Kelly, 2001). Their point of view is that global processes of change  
have local consequences, although they believe that people can mediate these 
changes. Nevertheless, they still represent globalisation in its locally top-down effects.
Although in this kind of analysis the concept of gender is not reduced to women 
only, as systems of masculinity and femininity are also encompassed, once again the 
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paradigm of the WAD debates seems to be repeated, especially when calling upon 
women to resist globalisation. In particular, Chandra Mohanty takes an outspoken 
position in the debate (2003). In a revision of her well known essay on ethnocentrism 
within Western feminism in the mid-1980s she states that it is mainly black women  
who are the victims of masculine globalisation. The reorganisation of gender is part  
of the global strategy of capitalism, according to Mohanty, and this gender reorganising 
is racialized (2003, p. 525). To complicate the monolithic globalised representations 
of women, however, she also argues that images of victimised women and empowered 
womanhood negate each other (2003, p. 528). If, as Mohanty suggests, we have to 
overcome the monolithic view of women as victims, how can we have a political 
project that addresses globalisation only in its apparent negative and one-way local 
consequences?
More authors conﬁrm that both globalisation and gender should be considered 
as complex phenomena that include as well as exclude women (and men) as players 
in those processes and consider gender to be an integral part of globalisation (Afshar 
& Barrientos, 1999; Marchand & Runyan, 2000; Young, 2002). Marchand and Runyan’s 
call for reinstalling the global-local nexus as a dynamic relationship is important 
because thinking in the global-local dichotomy does not stand on its own. It is often 
accompanied by other dichotomies such as the economic versus the cultural, the 
traditional versus the modern, and the West versus the rest. Global-local dichotomies 
almost automatically lead to thinking exclusively in convergence or divergence 
paradigms, not opening up the possibility of also conceptualising globalisation in 
terms of hybridisation or creolisation and thus of considering globalisation in terms  
of trans-, alternative- or multiple modernities (Featherstone, 1990; Geschiere & Meyer, 
1998; Hannerz, 1987; Pieterse, 1996).
In other words, the above-described orthodoxies fall short not only on the 
complexity of gender but also on the complexity of globalisation. What is required  
is a re-conceptualisation of globalisation that reinstates it as being simultaneously 
social, economic, political and cultural. The cultural is particularly essential since 
it is considered to be one of the key features of modernity that has globalisation at 
its heart, by altering the way in which meaning is attached to place (Giddens, 1990; 
Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 2000; Tomlinson, 1999). As a consequence, 
globalisation directly interferes with local and cultural systems of giving meaning, 
transforming modernity as well as tradition (see the contributions in Davids &  
Van Driel, 2005). Globalisation therefore has to be considered as inherently modern 
without automatically implying ‘Western’ but rather as ‘a metaphor of new means  
and ends, of new materialities and meanings’ referring, almost everywhere,  
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to ‘transformations, indeed, that have made the very idea of “the global” thinkable’ 
(Comaroff, 1992). Local cultures can persevere, combining, adapting and transforming 
different elements, trends and traditions simultaneously (see also Tsing, 2000).  
Since these mixtures of elements can be old or new, modern or traditional, at the same 
time, the existence of ‘other’ modernities has to be recognised, not as mere reactions 
to Western modernity but as grounded in recognisable, distinct historical processes 
(Hodgson, 2001; Larkin, 1997).
In order to grasp globalisation as complex and multifaceted processes and to 
avoid orthodoxies, the global-local nexus, as a dynamic process, has to be central to 
understanding the relation between gender and globalisation. Instead of considering 
global movements as separate from or opposed to the local realm, we need to rethink 
them as linked and interconnected, as part of embedded, situated and particular 
contextualised practices and social realities (Anthias, 2006).
However transnational or global these practices may be in their consequences 
or aims, their interconnectedness is not inherently universalistic as is often assumed 
or claimed, but always embedded in some kind of locality, even if this locality is not 
necessarily bound to one geographical space, as deﬁned by Appadurai (2005). It is, 
in particular, through this inherently assumed universalism that representations of 
globalisation reach their mythical status. Breaking with these myths and orthodoxies 
implies, in our view, the deconstruction of global discourses as universal. Processes 
of globalisation need to be de- and reconstructed as multidimensional discourses, 
encompassing both discursive and institutional practices as well as the dimensions  
of negotiating the individual subjectivity of real life actors.
What we need is a gendered re-conceptualisation of globalisation, whereby local 
forms of globalisation are understood not merely as effects, but also as constitutive 
ingredients in the changing character of globalisation processes (Freeman, 2001,  
p. 1013). This implies a gender analysis that focuses neither exclusively on women 
nor exclusively on global systems, and results in situating the local in juxtaposition 
to the global. If the global is constantly being produced, instead of ready-made and 
primordial, so is the local and with it different contents and meanings of gender.
T h e  g e n d e r  l e n s
This brings us back to the question of what gender is about, to discussions addressing 
differences and diversity that are relevant to unequal power relations and to ﬂexibility. 
An analytical approach that offers this kind of ﬂexibility is what we have called the 
gender lens (Davids & Van Driel, 2005). This analytical approach is grounded in the 
constituting elements of gender discourses and involves three dimensions of gender 
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construction (The gender lens is inspired and based on the work of Braidotti, 1994; 
Harding, 1986; Mohanty, 1991; Moore, 1994; Scott, 1986). These three dimensions are 
situated and interconnected in such a way that helps us understand the mechanisms 
at work within different discourses and related practices. It is the interconnection of 
subjects, institutions and practices, ideas and images that shape this multifaceted 
perspective.
More importantly, this approach contains the necessary ingredients to link 
discourses with lived realities, and vice versa (Yuval-Davis, 2006). In other words,  
the gender lens offers the methodological tools to observe phenomena from multiple 
points of view and perspectives. The facets of symbolic representation, institutional 
practices and subjects, which in social reality constantly interact and which are 
distinguished here for analytical clarity, constitute this multidimensional approach.
In this analysis, the symbolic dimension stands for representations, stereotypes, 
norms, values and images. This dimension of symbolic order represents the discursive 
ingredients that can solidify into very persistent cultural texts and stereotypes, such as 
the representation of masculinity in the (idealised) image of the male as breadwinner 
or the representation of female heads of households as poor. Although hierarchies  
are represented in this discursive dimension, often as dichotomies, as in ‘the woman’  
and ‘the man’, they can also be contradictory and conﬂicting. Persistent categories  
are created that are no longer questioned, on the one hand, or heavily contested,  
on the other hand, so that the nuanced distinctions among multiple axes of difference 
disappear (Scott, 2002).
Especially when applied to the phenomenon of globalisation, distinguishing 
a symbolic dimension in this phenomenon can help us understand that the ideas and 
symbols are not authentic, but constructed out of all kinds of regional, local, national, 
global, religious and historical notions. However, we must not leave the analysis at 
this level. These ideas, stereotypes, images, differences and hierarchies not only ﬁgure 
at a symbolic level or dimension, but are also reﬂected in socially institutionalised 
practices, i.e. the more practical dimension and material aspects of discourse. In this  
dimension differences are multiplied, reshaped and reinterpreted and, equally 
importantly, performed in different practices such as marriage laws and arrangements, 
labour regulations and division of labour, household composition, and so on.
Within this second dimension the differences articulated in the symbolic 
dimension become institutionalised and embodied in the organisation of everyday  
life. Differences within the symbolic dimension are represented as the differences 
between ‘the woman and the man’ or between ‘the homosexual and the heterosexual’, 
‘the black and the white’ etc, whereas differences in an institutional dimension become 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 62
40  |  chapter two 
diversiﬁed. Since social groups coalesce around a variety of circumstances that form  
the basis of a sense of shared identity, diversiﬁcation can be based on categories of 
class, gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, rural/urban divides, age, religion, 
among others. Categories of class give colour to other identity markers such as ethnicity 
and gender and vice versa. In this dimension, such categories become people of ﬂesh  
and blood and women and men become poor or rich, black or white, Muslim or Christian, 
among others.
So, if we turn back to our analysis and deconstruction of the debate on 
feminisation and poverty, we can see with hindsight that, in the symbolic dimension, 
the dichotomous representations of men as breadwinners and women as caregivers 
are being reproduced without being questioned. Or, even more accurately, what is 
left unquestioned is how the practice of household organisation is informed and 
constituted by notions of masculinity, femininity, heterosexual normativity and the 
power relations at stake. In other words, the dynamic relations between the discursive 
symbolical dimension and the institutional dimension of practices are not taken into 
consideration.
Negotiating the symbolic ground rules not only depends on structural 
positioning and on identities that are ascribed to people, but also on the individual 
agency of actors and groups. The third dimension is this dimension of subjectivity, 
in which individuals shape their own identities and juggle all kinds of contradictory 
representations within institutional and practical limits. This dimension refers to 
the process of identiﬁcation of individuals and (collective) actors with the multiple, 
often contradictory identities or aspects of ascribed identities in creating room to 
manoeuvre. It is this dimension that addresses the way actors negotiate (dominant) 
discourses, often resulting in the decentralisation and deconstruction of the symbolic 
dichotomies presented as truth. These symbolic dichotomies are seldom lived as such. 
The subjective realities experienced by individual men and women are left completely 
out of sight in the feminisation of poverty orthodoxy, since how people deal with 
such institutionalised ideas and practices and the meaning attached to them varies, 
of course, indeﬁnitely. It is through analysing multiple dynamics between these 
different dimensions that the way discourses get (re)produced, (de)constructed and 
reconstructed through real life experience is made intelligible.
Herein also lies the political potency of this analytical approach. Not only does 
it provide leeway to describe, deconstruct and analyse dominant discourses, it seeks 
to localise and understand the way in which such discourses are negotiated within 
different practices. It is in the momentum of negotiation that the marginalised, the 
unspoken, the subaltern interferes – and is sometimes articulated – with dominant 
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discourses. If we want to resist, decentralise, or alter dominant and exclusive 
discourses, we must constantly move from the centre to the margins and look for the 
moments and ways in which these discourses are performed and negotiated, allowing 
us to understand the grounds and limits of women’s and men’s room to manoeuvre.  
In the next section we will discuss an example of how working with a multi-layered 
gender lens may be helpful for understanding these dynamics in their complexities.
A n  e x a m p l e
When working on gender and political representation in Mexico, the multi-layered 
conceptualisation of gender helped us understand the individual subjective strategies 
of, in this case, predominantly right-wing politically active women. In particular,  
it helped us understand their negotiation of political discourses, while including the 
working of such discourses at a more national and global level. In Mexico, at different 
moments of time in history, femininity has tended to be represented through an  
(ideal) image of motherhood in political and national discourses. This image is a very 
persistent image or archetype that tends to resurface at times of key shifts in history. 
Moments of democratisation of authoritarian systems can be considered as one of such 
keyshifts. From the ﬁrst struggles for suffrage on the continent – for Mexico dating back 
as far as 1916 – until the more recent democratisation of Latin American states, global 
processes of modernisation and democratisation have shaped the outcome of the 
struggle for women’s rights at the national political level. The ideal image of mother-
hood resurfaces in these democratisation processes, as happened at the beginning  
of the 20th century in establishing a modern Mexican state, where suffrage became  
an issue. Both moments reﬂect the fact that women’s citizenship was considered a vital 
part of the creation of modern Mexico, with its image of democracy, progressiveness 
and economic stability (Craske, 2005). Hosting the ﬁrst UN international women’s 
conference in Mexico in 1975 and the more recent installation of a quota system in 
2002, in which no more than 70% of the candidates on the lists of political parties  
for the senate and the parliament can be of the same sex, has to be seen in that light.
While during suffrage struggles the image of motherhood was part of the 
discursive repertoire mainly targeted at excluding women from the formal political 
arena, more recently the same repertoire has been targeted at including women in 
public life and politics. Within the more recent processes of democratisation, for 
example during the regime change of the 1990s, when for the ﬁrst time in more than 
70 years of ruling the country the dynasty of the Partido Revolucionario Institutional 
(PRI) showed signs of cracking, the urge to incorporate more women into Mexico’s 
political system has to be understood as the outcome of years of feminist and women’s 
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struggles but also out of the need to uphold a democratic image. Free trade accords 
such as NAFTA were in the making and Mexico’s national policies were aimed at making 
it a suitable partner in this modern neoliberal world. Within these modernisation and 
democratisation processes the image of motherhood resurfaces and sets the limits 
of women’s inclusion in politics. Especially within the discourse of the right-wing 
Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), a former opposition party that has won the past two 
presidential elections, this image ﬁgures in articulating (anti-corruption) morality with 
politics as part of a reformulated national political identity (see also Goetz, 2007).35
The PAN promoted – and to a certain degree still does – an idealised image of modern 
motherhood by simultaneously combining modern notions of working and politically 
participating women with traditional notions of femininity as motherhood, in the end 
the ultimate fulﬁlment and destiny of all women. Or, as one of their female Members  
of Parliament once said: ‘the country can do without female lawyers and politicians  
but not without mothers’ (Davids, 2005). 
Speaking with different politically active women within the PAN, in particular 
members of parliament, it seemed that these women reproduced this rather essentialist 
discourse without altering it. A closer look at and analysis of their life histories, 
however, revealed that, in reproducing this discourse and negotiating this ideal image 
of femininity in their own day-to-day life as politicians, these women were able to 
create manoeuvring space by combining quite opposite values and spheres.
Since politics is still a masculine domain, entering it while upholding an identity 
predominantly as wives and mothers made it possible for the women MPs to be a 
politician and not lose their femininity or, even more importantly, their decency.  
Even a well known and respected MP, who was at that time single and without children, 
ﬁercely propagated this ideal image of femininity. As a result, she reproduced this 
image as a moral notion of motherhood instead of a biological one, which could be 
acted out by any woman. This moral image helped individual female politicians to 
‘smooth over’, as it were, the discrepancies between private lives – often running  
a family – and the public life of being a professional, in which politics is still mainly 
conceived as a man’s business.
Analysing the re-articulation and reproduction of this idealised motherhood 
at an individual dimension, as political subjectivity, showed that the meaning of the 
ideal of motherhood did not have to be as essentialist and biologically deterministic 
as seemed the case in its symbolic dimension. In an individual subject dimension this 
ideal had been reformulated into a moral notion. This moral notion could be stretched 
in multiple directions, such as offering different women the possibility of surviving in a 
masculine domain and of integrating themselves more easily in the higher party ranks.
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However, although stretching the meaning of this ideal, the women 
simultaneously rearticulated a very bourgeois and heterosexual notion of femininity. 
When analysed in the structural dimension where, as described above, categories of 
ethnicity and class, etc. intersect, it becomes clear that these women are only able  
to practice this ideal thanks to their socio-economic class status, which permits them,  
for example, to have domestic help, while still claiming to be in charge as mothers and 
wives, performing their ideal(-ised) roles. Further analysis of this structural dimension 
of institutional practices shows how this bourgeois notion of idealised motherhood is 
used within the political party’s practices as a very convenient notion for incorporating 
large groups of women from the popular classes who did not form part of the party’s 
traditional constituency, since it had a more middle class and elitist image and identity. 
‘Doing politics from behind the kitchen sink’ as one of the PAN leaders once formulated 
it, seemed to appeal to a lot of women, especially in opposition to the then ruling 
party, the PRI, where politics was presented as situated far from the private sphere. 
Moreover, this notion also appeals to local sets of cultural values, a secularisation of  
the image and archetype of motherhood: la virgin de Guadalupe, Mexico’s coloured 
version of the Virgin Mary.
It is also a convenient image because it is not competitive with the image of 
men as providers and protectors. Modernising this traditional notion of femininity 
seemed to be rather vital in articulating a ‘new moral and democratic political order’, 
as opposed to the corrupt reputation of the PRI, during the time the PAN was still 
an opposition party. Promoting women to enter the political realm in their capacity 
as gatekeepers of morality and family tradition was part of a discursive strategy to 
formulate such a new moral political order and formulate a national identity along  
the way, combining tradition with neoliberal politics.
Analysed in its symbolic dimension an articulation of global, national and local 
elements is at stake. The traditional idealisation of private motherhood, of providing 
family care and nursing, is articulated with the modern, the public, the working and 
participating in politics. In the extension of motherhood to the national level, in the 
sense of the Mexican mother nursing ‘la Mexicanidad’ (Mexicanness) it is articulated 
with the international, or global, in the sense of democratisation and liberal labour 
participation, since free trade agreements such as NAFTA were speeding up processes  
of democratisation and modernisation. The way in which this image of gender ﬁgures  
in these processes is thus as much a reinvention of modernity as it is of tradition.
In other words, this particular political practice has been simultaneously 
produced as traditional and modern, as global and local at the same time. Symbolically 
the image of motherhood is very suitable for representing the national as well as 
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the international and global as a constitutive element of interconnectedness and 
transformation, since motherhood refers both to the ethnic speciﬁcity of the homeland 
but is also international and global in the sense that it is an internationally recognised 
phenomenon and institution. Mexican modernisation as part of its globalisation 
process, if analysed through the gender lens, is a speciﬁc form of modernity with 
simultaneously national, regional and global features and, at least as far as its process 
of democratisation is concerned, fundamentally gendered. In applying this gender 
lens, as in the example above, we see that globalisation – understood as a process  
of complex interconnectedness – produces different meanings at local, national  
and international levels as well as in a symbolic and individual subjective dimension.  
It manifests itself locally in the way that individual right-wing political women have 
become carriers of globalisation as they have to relate to and negotiate – at an 
individual subject dimension – this hybrid (symbolic dimension) representation  
of femininity – the simultaneously modern and traditional image of motherhood –  
as part of a survival strategy enabling them to enter the public and masculine domain 
of politics. They are negotiating certain discourses that position women solely in 
the private sphere of the home. Their sexuality is at stake when entering the public 
domain of politics. However, in choosing the strategy of moral motherhood as 
legitimising their political participation and protecting their decency, they subscribe 
to other conservative and exclusive discourses. These discourses as part of political 
arrangements and practices can be targeted at incorporating women, but at the 
same time may be very discriminatory for women who do not ﬁt the image of moral 
motherhood. Lesbian and feminist women, who do not claim motherhood as the 
essentialist value of their femininity, are excluded (structural/institutional dimension).
Thus modernisation and democratisation as part of globalisation processes can 
be considered as both shaping opportunities for women as well as posing restrictions. 
It may be clear that for women from other political parties these possibilities and 
restrictions are different, corresponding to their different party discourses, although 
the image of motherhood is not completely absent in the symbolic dimension of some 
of these other discourses. Moreover, at a national level the motherhood image ﬁgures 
in the search to safeguard a national identity that both differentiates Mexico from the 
rest of the world as well as connecting it with the rest of the modern, neoliberal world, 
in particular with Latin America and its neighbour, the USA. Mexico’s cultural repertoire 
of gender seems to ﬁgure prominently in ﬁxing certain national as well as personal 
identities against the background of a constant global ﬂow.
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C o n c l u s i o n 
We hope to have made clear that gender is all about multiplicity. We therefore argue 
that the concept of gender offers no universal explanatory causes, as that would 
suggest some sort of primordial meaning and content of gender, leading us back to the 
formulation of a grand old theory. Gender acquires meaning only in its speciﬁc context 
and discourses and through the performance of speciﬁc actors. We need complex 
and multi-layered conceptualisations of gender in order to overcome and avoid 
dichotomous and rigid thinking. However, this does not mean that it is impossible 
to compare and theorise the workings of gender mechanisms without ascribing a 
predeﬁned meaning to gender, as happens in the feminisation of poverty debate. 
Using the gender lens, it still is striking how crucially gender constructions ﬁgure 
in the ﬁxing of global ﬂows. To put it differently, representations of femininity and 
masculinity ﬁgure prominently in shaping difference, and it is not so much the meaning 
of gender that is constant within globalisation processes, it is rather the way in which 
it functions that offers similarity. Gender often ﬁgures in the articulation of the global 
with the local in such a way that it is a border marker in ﬁxing the ﬂow.
Thus, we would like to reinstall the analytical power of the concept of gender, 
as we have explained above. The strength of this type of analysis lies not so much in 
its explanatory function, but rather has to be considered for its attributed value as 
an analytical/methodological tool. This helps to guarantee the conceptualisation of 
gender as encompassing power structures and discourses as well as the agency of actual 
men and women without being narrowed down to either one. If we were to study 
gender only in an individual subject dimension, narrowing it down to studying women, 
or men for that matter, we again would simplify gender, depoliticising feminist analysis 
and positions, with all the consequences explained above. If we only studied and 
deconstructed discourses in a symbolic and discursive dimension, we would lose track 
of women’s and men’s agency, conceptualising gender as not to be embodied, and 
would run the risk of being captured in a gender versus sex dichotomy.
The gender lens will help – if used ﬂexibly, by reinstating women’s and men’s 
agency – to conceptualise globalisation processes, without encoding essentialist 
notions of gender. This agency should not be confused with the mythical belief in 
female autonomy or endlessly ﬂexible survival strategies of poor women as discussed 
in Cornwall et al (Cornwall et al., 2007). The analysis of the global-local dynamic 
deﬁnes women’s or men’s agency not in terms of autonomy but in terms of a limited 
manoeuvring space. This limited space is the outcome of the dynamics between 
discourses acted out in practices and the negotiating power and possibilities performed 
by actors. It therefore leaves room for considering women (just as men) to be carriers 
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of globalisation without losing track of the power relations involved. These power 
mechanisms are constantly at work and are negotiated in all kinds of different practices 
in which they operate. It depends on the context as to which power relations are 
privileged, based on class, gender, and ethnicity or otherwise.
The political power of conceptualising gender as multi-layered lies precisely 
in the awareness that discourses are always deconstructed and reconstructed by real 
life experiences. We should seek to understand these momentums of negotiation. 
Instead of positioning women outside processes of globalisation, it is within the 
conceptualisation of these momentums of negotiation that women’s resistance  
can be understood.
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[chapter three]
Political Representation 
and the Ambiguity of 
Mexican Motherhood 36
‘The world can survive without professional women but not without mothers.’ 
These are the words of a former female Member of Parliament (MP)37 of the PAN 
(Partido Acción Nacional) during a round table discussion organized by a reporter 
of one of Mexico’s national newspapers, El Nacional38, on women’s participation in 
politics. This discussion was held during the presidency of Salinas de Gortari, a period 
in which NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement, ratiﬁed on the 1st of January 1994) 
was in the making and Mexico’s president was investing heavily in the neo-liberal 
restructuring of Mexico’s revolutionary political and economic heritage. What struck me 
at the time was that in this period of modernization a well-respected female MP still felt 
obliged to account for women’s public and political participation on the basis of such a 
seemingly traditional notion of femininity, ‘motherhood’, while being herself a single 
woman without children. Why this need to pinpoint women in their roles as mothers? 
Departing from a perspective that takes women’s agency seriously, as explained in the 
introduction of this thesis, this question needs to be addressed by taking a closer look  
at what this image means for women participating in politics.
In daily dealings of female politicians, promoting this image of motherhood can 
be part of a strategy to deal with mainstream hegemonic political discourses. Women 
can negotiate with these discourses to create room to manoeuvre for themselves within 
the political arena. At the same time, at a national level, the image of motherhood 
as articulated by political parties could be intended to keep women in their ‘places’, 
inside as well as outside the political realm. At the level of political subjectivity, it could 
signify a strategy of emancipation for individual women. The boundary of this strategy 
is determined elsewhere, though, and lies within the power of the political discourse, 
enabling and inhibiting women’s political participation.
This brings us to other related questions. How is this image related to the 
fact that women are still largely absent from political power in Mexico? Why, at this 
particular moment in time, does this image of motherhood surface and how is it 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 74
52  |  chapter three    
connected both to modernity and to tradition? In short, how is this image entangled 
with Mexico’s national political modernization project? To answer these questions, 
the analysis has to be broadened from individual political participation and women’s 
agency to party politics – and to national and cultural politics. 
Here, it concerns an ideal image of motherhood that is based on the religious 
image of La Virgen de Guadalupe, the Mexican brown version of the Virgin Mary. It forms 
part of Mexico’s cultural heritage as a country where Catholicism is still dominant, 
a country where the relation between the church and the state can still be very 
problematic39. The image of motherhood figures prominently in this relation between 
the state and the church in Mexico’s political history and is paramount in Mexico’s 
national imagery (Brading, 2001). It is in relation to that heritage that this image gets 
loaded with all kinds of moral connotations such as responsibility, sensibility, decency 
and purity within the public and political realm and in the formulation of a national 
identity, as I will argue in this chapter. 
The politicization of this image is not unique for Mexico, though. Chaney (1979, 
1998), based on her research in Chile and Peru, refers to it as the image of ‘supermadre’ 
(super mother), meaning the extrapolation of motherhood from the private to the 
public and political realm. Chaney indicates that women make use of this image mainly 
to legitimize their entry into the public and political realms. My argument is that 
the ambiguity of this image enables it to figure equally successfully within political 
discourses that wish to exclude women from politics and public spaces (see also 
Massolo, 1994, p. 19; Pateman, 1992).This is where globalization comes in. I understand 
globalization to be processes that, through the workings of modernization, connect 
places and people in complex relations, crossing boundaries of space, time and culture, 
as described in the introduction of this book. Political democratization, as part of 
nation building, is such a process, one that connects Mexico with other Latin American 
countries and with the rest of the world.
Democratization is also a highly gendered process. The way in which the ideal 
of motherhood as part of Latin American’s heritage figures in these processes of 
modernization and democratization, of exclusion and inclusion of women into politics, 
results in similar patterns among these countries. Motherhood figures as a marker in 
the creation of what Appadurai has called ‘alternative modernities’ in his attempt to 
disrupt the dichotomies between the West and non-West, coloniser and colonised, 
modernity and tradition (Appadurai, 1991). Based on research in Nigeria, Larkin turns 
this term into ‘parallel modernities’, arguing that modernity, parallel to the West, 
changes the basis of social life. However, at the same time, these changes are firmly 
rooted in conservative cultural values (Larkin, 1997, p. 410). In this chapter I will argue 
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that Mexico forms such a parallel modernity with other Latin American countries 
through the cultural repertoire of gender; i.e. the image of motherhood that tends  
to become dominant in national politics and in the creation of a national identity  
at moments of democratic transitions.
In order to do so, I will take a closer look at two of such crucial moments of 
transition in Mexico’s political history, moments of key shifts40: the struggle for suffrage 
at the beginning of the former century and the more recent democratization process.  
I will not do this in chronological order, since the history of female political participation 
in Mexico is not one of seamless evolution and progress. Taking Foucault’s notion of 
archaeology, it is not continuity but repetition that is recovered within this historical 
struggle (Foucault, 1972, p. 138; Pérez, 1999, p. 219). My analysis starts during the 
period of the more recent democratic opening up of the regime of Salinas de Gortari. 
Starting from the perspective of women’s agency, in particular women of the PAN,  
it was their negotiation with this image (because it is in their struggle and daily dealing 
with this image) that I discovered this sense of historical repetition. Illuminating  
this process of repetition, struggle and negotiation of the ‘supermadre’ ideal first requires  
an explanation of the context in which these women were operating. 
S e t t i n g  t h e  S t a g e :  M o d e r n i z a t i o n 
a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y
A key shift occurred in Mexico’s history at the turn of the 21st century. This particular 
moment in time was one in which Mexico’s ruling party the, PRI (Partido Revolucionario 
Institutional), showed signs of its dynasty starting to crack, for the first time in 
more than 70 years of ruling the country. Since the beginning of its rule, the PRI was 
described as an enlightened one-party dictatorship. While often considered as one 
of the most politically stable countries of Latin America, Mexico’s regime can be 
characterized by corporatism, populism, authoritarianism, personalism and electoral 
fraud. The political momentum referred to here is the regime of Salinas de Gortari. 
Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994) won the elections with just a small majority of votes.  
For the first time in its history, the PRI acknowledged the small percentage of votes  
on which this electoral victory was based. The then political context in Mexico was  
one of the gradual but steady growth of opposition forces, on the leftwing as well as  
on the rightwing (PAN). On the left, the opposition formed a coalition of different 
parties on a broad front, the PRD (Partido de la Revolución Democratica). On the right, 
the PAN was gaining strength by winning governorships in the northern states. 
The democratic tendencies emerging in this period culminated in 2000 in the 
electoral victory of President Vicente Fox of the PAN. These democratic tendencies have 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 76
54  |  chapter three    
to be considered as the outcome of a complex mixture of national and international 
neo-liberalization processes. Free trade was a permanent part of the political and 
economic agenda. Former president Salinas’s strategy was, among others, to create 
international confidence in Mexico’s economy and remove most restrictions on foreign 
ownership. Salinas tried to modernize the political bureaucracy to a certain degree  
and to destabilise the power traditionally held by labour unions in Mexico. As such,  
it was a moment of political transition, part of a broader process of democratization 
and modernization that had taken place in states controlled by the military and in 
civilian regimes in Latin America, since the late 1970s (Craske, 2003)41. 
The activism of women’s movements all over Latin America has contributed 
substantially to the accomplishment of these processes of democratization and 
women’s increased political participation. Consequently, Latin American states have 
adapted feminist and gender issues in their legislative programmes. But this cannot 
be considered only as the result of women’s political mobilization. As Craske (2003) 
describes, the transition to democracy has to be understood as part of the states’  
need to prove their commitment to modernity, democracy and internationalism.  
The pressure to grant women political and civil rights as part of a modern democratic 
state was reinforced by the United Nations conferences and conventions during the 
1980s and the 1990s, which started with the first 1975 World Conference on Women 
in Mexico City. The international agreements concerning women’s rights since then 
have been an important part of the democratization process, along with women’s 
participation in democratization struggles (Craske, 2003).
In Mexico, this process of democratization became tangible at the end of the 
20th century during the regime of Salinas, with the first signs of the cracking of the 
PRI dynasty. It was also a political moment colored by the struggle and mobilization of 
women, as was for example the initiative called ‘from A to Z’ (de la A a la Z), an initiative 
to bridge the distance between politics and gender issues. On both the left and right 
wings of the PRI, the opposition was able to mobilize large groups of women. The left 
formed a large platform, Women for Democracy (Mujeres por la Democracia). But the 
right, in particular the PAN, also succeeded in mobilizing women. At the same time, 
it was a moment in which political leaders tried to construct a democratic image by 
achieving greater integration of women in politics. While at the same time, according 
to Marta Lamas, a well-known Mexican feminist, Salinas negated conveniently feminist 
issues such as the struggle to legalize abortion for this purpose (Lamas, 1989). It was 
clear that the PRI felt pressured to modernize and, as has been more often the case, 
women’s liberation and political participation were considered part of that process  
– or an easy route to get there.
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From the first struggles for suffrage on the continent – for Mexico dating 
back as far as 1916 – until the more recent democratization of Latin American states, 
international processes of modernization and democratization have shaped the 
outcome of the struggle for women’s rights at the national political level. The ideal 
image of motherhood resurfaces in this opening up of democratic processes, as 
happened at the beginning of the 20th century in establishing a Modern Mexican state, 
where suffrage became an issue. Both moments reflect that women’s citizenship was 
considered a vital part of the creation of modern Mexico, with its image of democracy, 
progressiveness and economic stability (Craske, 2005). 
At moments like this, moments of crisis, political upheaval or transition, it is 
the ideal image of motherhood that seems to become a dominant representation of 
femininity in national political discourses. This image is used and evoked by different 
parties involved in the process of women’s political participation. This ideal image of 
motherhood is not only presented as a point of reference and identification for women 
but also as a powerful metaphor, which is convocated to come to the rescue of men  
in particular and the nation in general, making the transition possible (see also Martin, 
1990; Mattelart, 1980).
Motherhood is certainly not the only image available with which women can 
identify in legitimating their political participation. Feminist movements and women’s 
movements in Mexico have flourished at different levels in society and have inspired 
women’s collective action as well as individual female politicians. Leftwing opposition 
parties, for example, have known successful female MPs as protagonists of feminist 
movements. Still, the political representation of women’s movements and feminist 
ideals has always been problematic within Mexico’s political parties. This applies 
equally to the PRI as to the present ruling party, the PAN. It is precisely this image or 
metaphor of motherhood that, in my opinion, is central to the problematic relation 
between political representation of women and the way in which these representations 
influence women’s political participation, in the next section I would like to explore 
precisely how this works.
M o t h e r h o o d  P o l i t i c i z e d  a n d  P o l i t i c a l  S u b j e c t i v i t y
During the presidency of Salinas de Gortari, it was the women of the opposition 
party, the PAN, who were most articulate in propagating an image of women as being 
foremost mothers. They did so by emphasizing the importance of the family, their  
own roles within it and the family atmosphere within the party. The family served  
as a metaphor in representing the party and the way in which women’s participation  
in the party was organized. 
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One could even sense this atmosphere in the way people dealt with each other 
during visits to the party’s head office in Mexico City. The PAN phrase ‘we are one big 
family here’ seemed to be taken very seriously and literally. Gatherings were organized 
in such a way that they resembled real family get-togethers. For some female active 
party members who lacked a family of their own, the party was a substitute for the 
family (see also Barrera, 1994; Venegas, 1994). On the other hand, women, especially 
those active in the middle and higher ranks of the party, often became involved in 
politics via their families, (e.g. belonging to families with a long politically active 
tradition) or via their husbands, following them in their political carriers (see also 
Rodriguez, 2003). Illustrative of this pattern of female enrolment in the party is what 
the director of Promoción Femenina (the women’s section of the party) replied when  
I asked her how she got involved in the party:
 Well, I came into this because of my husband. To the extent that I became aware 
of the situation of the country, and therefore the motivations started to be more 
personal. Nevertheless, I think I am here in Mexico City because of my husband. 
If my husband hadn’t become national director (of the PAN, TD), I would be in 
Chihuahua exercising my profession.
This rather informal pattern of female enrolment received support at a more formal  
and organizational level through a special women’s section called Promoción Femenina. 
Organized to attract and integrate more women in the party ranks, women received 
training and were then supposed to move on and take up positions or perform tasks 
within the party. Promoción Femenina was not a place where they could stand still. 
This was a successful strategy. The PAN had the highest number of women in the 
higher party ranks compared to other parties. One way in which the PAN created this 
was by presenting its politics and political events in as close to the private and domestic 
sphere. This contrasted sharply with the political culture and rhetoric of the then ruling 
party, the PRI, where private life was displaced by public issues (Barrera, 1994; Massolo, 
1994; Venegas, 1994). PAN promoted this image so much that even one of its political 
leaders, in an attempt to reach out to women, once claimed that women could ‘do 
politics from behind the kitchen sink’. It was this style of doing politics that was a key  
to their success in co-opting large sections of the female population of popular ‘barrios’ 
(neighborhoods) into the party, sections traditionally belonging to the parties left of 
the PAN (Barrera, 1994, p. 89; Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994). 
Entering politics as wives and mothers allowed women to participate in politics 
without necessarily having political controversies in their families. Significantly, 
according to several of the women interviewed, having a political career often meant 
paying the personal price of divorce. This is particularly true of higher-ranking women, 
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substantially more so for those belonging to the PRI and leftwing parties than for  
those of the PAN. The PAN seemed to solve these kinds of problems by offering  
women a subject position that integrated the family in women’s political roles.
The controversy that a lot of women have to deal with in their daily lives 
between being professional women, such as having political careers, and good mothers 
is ‘smooth over’ at a discursive level into an alliance of roles, being mothers and 
politicians at the same time: being a ‘super mother’ (supermadre) (see Chaney, 1979, 
1998). In ascribing the super to the mother, the PAN creates an ideal motherhood that 
is both professionally and politically modern, as well as traditional. It is an image of 
femininity that women can identify with and that legitimizes their political activism. 
Not surprisingly, women articulate this image as part of their political subjectivity, 
as the words of the female MP cited at the top of this chapter, shows. This does not 
mean, however, that women merely reproduce their parties’ discourses. To take the 
MP cited at the beginning of this chapter as an example, there are several things that 
immediately catch the eye in the way she represents this party ideal of motherhood:
 The evolution (of humankind, TD) exists of maintaining what’s worthwhile and 
changing what’s inherited without questioning its value. It is impossible to think 
of progress while ignoring the essence itself of being a woman, her motherhood. 
I encountered a constant idealization of motherhood, as if women possessed a certain 
kind of femininity that, when geared towards politics, would outperform men’s 
approach to politics. In one of the interviews I had with her, she even literally said that 
she thought women were less corrupt than men.
Although this seems a rather essentialist notion of femininity, there is more 
to it then reproducing a stereotypical image of women as mothers. In telling her life 
story, she constantly spoke of her own political participation and that of other women 
as something that came natural, albeit as if they were to the manner born. At the 
same time, in analyzing her story as a text, it became clear that she created a subtext 
in her story. Through all kinds of controversies in her text and slips of the tongue, she 
acknowledged the fact that this naturalness was not something all women were born 
with, but something one decided or wanted to be. The creation of this image of morally 
superior women was a discursive strategy. The emergence of such a discursive strategy 
can be found in the pressure or the need to present women as being less corrupt then 
men and, to some extent, morally superior to men. 
This MP did not construct an ideal image of motherhood as an essentialist notion 
but as a moral notion. As such, she opened the possibility for all women, whether 
mothers or not, of becoming moral mothers42. Simultaneously, based on this moral 
notion of motherhood, she was able to create the room to maneuver as a professional, 
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modern and very ambitious single, childless woman in politics. In this way she did not 
risk losing her femininity and, even more importantly, her decency. She was not the 
only woman who did this. More women from the PRI displayed this need to prove  
that they did not lose their femininity or their decency even though they operated 
within a pre-constructed masculine domain, which politics still is.
The women of the PAN were far more outspoken than their PRI sisters in defending 
their decency by way of evoking an ideal notion of motherhood. Nevertheless, this 
notion was not altogether absent within the ranks of the PRI.
As described above, the pressure on the PRI to modernize its organization as a 
party was internal and external in its origin. An internal commission for modernization 
was called into being to effectuate this change. Salinas’ goal was to overcome the 
authoritarianism that had dominated the party for so long, organized along corporatist 
lines (Cockroft, 1983; Rodriguez, 2003, p. 116). Organizing women in a special women’s 
section, based on traditional notions of women as care takers and the reproductive 
roles as women, was part of such corporatist tendencies. Although women participated 
in the party, the way in which the party organized its female participants did not 
stimulate a further integration of women into all party ranks, especially not the higher 
ranks. 
There was also resistance to this way of organizing women. One former female 
MP in particular understood that organizing women along separatist lines within the 
party was part of a discursive practice in politics in which women still got ‘othered’ on 
the basis of their femininity43. Women were ascribed traditional roles as caretakers and 
the educators of Mexico’s next generation. Although women’s economic participation 
in society was acknowledged and stimulated, this did not alter women’s reproductive 
roles and the traditional subtext articulated with them. She portrayed these special 
women’s sections rather cynically as female playgrounds. ‘While men were occupying 
themselves with real politics, women were allowed to play. As long as women would 
stay in their playground why should men bother?’ In the opinion of this woman, the 
PRI was not able to reach out to large groups of women outside the party and mobilize 
them. She attributed part of that incapacity to the way in which the party organized  
its own women. 
A democratic opening up of the party for women was necessary in her eyes.  
She proposed that the modernization commission should abolish the special women’s 
section of the party. Despite the seemingly encouraging circumstances of a party in 
need of modernization and democratization, this proposal did not make it. It aroused 
too much protest, in particular from the members of this women’s section themselves. 
They were furious. The proposal engendered heated discussions, debates and protest. 
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The then president of the party did not want to cause too much disturbance and 
upheaval among the party ranks and turned the proposal down. This particular incident 
shows the ambiguity of the traditional notion of femininity articulated by the party.  
On the one hand, it enabled women’s cooptation within the corporatist ranks of the 
party, resulting in a certain degree of political participation for the happy few. Hence 
the furious protest of the members of the women’s section against its abolishment. 
On the other hand, it stood in the way of overcoming women’s traditional roles and 
enhancing further emancipation and political participation.
Within leftwing opposition parties, the notion of motherhood was nearly 
absent. Particularly among higher-ranking female politicians such as MP’s, it was the 
ideal of feminism that inspired their political careers. In the history of the leftwing 
parties, in particular the socialist party, it was not so much a traditional notion of 
femininity that stood in the way of women’s liberation but the submission of women’s 
liberation to the broader goal of socialist reform. Nevertheless, in the figure of Rosario 
Ibarra de Piedra, who ran as candidate for the presidency for the PRT (Partido de los 
Trabajadores, Mexican Party of Workers, which became part of the leftwing party 
alliance: PRD, (Partido de la Revolución Democratica; Party of the Democratic 
Revolution), the image of motherhood was evoked. She told me that her political 
involvement originated from ‘the sorrow and pain of a mother over the loss of her son’. 
Rosario’s political activism was spurred by the political disappearance of her son.  
As a mother, she fought for the right to know what happened to her son and for 
accountability of his disappearance, which she made part of her political struggle.
Although originating from a totally different context, this way of politicizing 
motherhood resembles the way in which the mothers of the Plaza de Mayo politicize 
motherhood in their political struggle. It also resembles the way in which Molyneux 
describes the politicization of motherhood through the idealization of the mothers 
of the martyrs, as part of the revolutionary movement of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua 
(Molyneux, 1985). Women became acknowledged and active by extending their roles 
as mothers within the private sphere to the more public sphere of the Sandinista 
movement.
Thus, at a political level, the articulation of this ideal notion of motherhood 
could be considered part of a strategy to make women’s political participation possible 
and acceptable, or as part of a strategy to be modern working women, pursuing careers 
in politics. Although women’s agency cannot be ignored, at the level of the national 
political discourses still other connotations of this ideal of motherhood were at stake. 
This particularly applies to the women of the PAN. I would now like to take a closer look 
at PAN’s strategy for making the limits of the discursive strategy of individual women 
tangible. 
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T h e  d i s c o u r s e  o f  t h e  P A N  a n d  n a t i o n a l i s m 
At the time, the PAN promoted itself as the party that guaranteed change. It thereby 
propagated a new nationalism according to a more modern and civilized society. 
It profiled itself as a movement against governmental corruption of the PRI and a 
protector of civil rights. In the eyes of the PAN, the family was – and still is – considered 
the breeding ground for the moral principles necessary to enable this change. Women 
are addressed in their roles as wives and mothers, the ideal fighters for democracy and 
against corruption. Within this discourse, they became pillars of morality and defenders 
of democratic rights.  
 It is this ascribed capacity of women as mothers to mediate in a corrupt world 
that guarantees democracy. Mothers as defenders of the family are at the same time 
considered to be defenders of the well-being of society as a whole, as if the former were 
an intrinsic part of the latter (Davids, 1993). Democratic characteristics are attributed  
to women, as if women by nature were more democratic then men because they defend 
the general interest of the family. Through the extrapolation of this role to the public 
and political realm, the general interest of the nation is defended at the same time.  
Not only does femininity get narrowed down and represented as motherhood, the 
nation also becomes a symbol of family. 
 This lies at the heart of nationalist aspirations: a nationalist identity that  
women should secure for the country and the party’s sake. Motherhood then becomes 
a political morality. By articulating the ‘super’ with the ‘madre’, motherhood not only 
gets politicized but also modernized to the extent that it symbolizes new democratic 
values, as opposed to the old authoritarian system of the PRI. The PAN does not 
promote itself overly by advocating its neo-liberalism or anti-populist measures;  
it promotes itself by presenting a nationalist image of an anti-corruption movement, 
protector of civil and political rights (Barrera, 1994; Venegas, 1994). 
 In propagating a new nationalism, the PAN opposes the old nationalism  
of the PRI. By constituting a new moral order, the PAN promises that, once in power,  
a change from the old system would be guaranteed. The slogan ‘unite for change’ 
(únete al cambio) symbolizes that change. It works both ways: articulating women’s 
roles within the family serves to create a moral order, as opposed to the immoral 
political order of the PRI. At the same time, it serves as a role model for women, making 
it possible for them to be modern, professional women without losing track of their 
predisposed destinies as mothers. Motherhood as such becomes a rhetorical trope  
for women of the PAN in talking about their political participation – a rhetorical trope, 
meaning a culture text in the sense of one of the rhetorical structures within which 
cultural (and political) power has been organized (Crenshaw, 1992, p. 403).  
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This rhetorical trope is not exclusive to the PAN though, and not exclusive to rightwing 
discourse or even Mexico. It made the PAN relatively successful in mobilizing women 
and integrating them into the party. As a national discourse, it is at the same time 
exclusive to women who propagate other identities than this ideal of motherhood,  
such as a feminist identity. Thus, as described above, although the strategy of 
articulating the ideal of motherhood by individual women could be a strategy to be 
included in politics, at the level of the PAN, it was simultaneously a strategy to exclude 
feminist women. 
The urge felt by the PAN to propagate its new nationalism, as articulate as it was, 
has to be understood within the context of the political momentum, as explained 
above. At the same time there is a familiar historical ring to it. It is not so surprising 
that, in the discussion organized by the newspaper El National and cited at the 
beginning of this chapter, women themselves, in addressing the issue of women’s 
political participation, reproduce these images of women as moral keepers, or  
make reference to it. For all participants, explaining the lack of women’s political 
participation by referring to past images of women as too conservative, too closely  
tied to the clergy, as a consequence of their caring and reproductive roles as mothers,  
was a recurring theme. In the next section I will take a closer look at these images and  
this repetition in the struggle for women’s political participation. 
H i s t o r y  a n d  r e p e t i t i o n
The representation of women as moral superior surfaces during the struggle for suffrage 
in Mexico. This became particularly clear at two moments in the history of that struggle: 
during the first feminist congresses of 1916 held in Yucatán and in a later phase of active 
women’s participation during the regime of president Cárdenas (president from 1934-40).  
More or less against the odds, it was General Salvador Alvarado, as governor of the 
southern state of Yucatán in 1915, who tried to create a platform for granting women  
a role in the Mexican revolution. Alvarado was a moderate socialist. Education was the 
driving force of his political career. He wanted modernization for Yucatán, following 
the North American example. Women’s education and participation in society were 
prerequisite for this modernization process. Insisting on women’s legal equality and 
advocating that women were capable of participating in political life, he initiated 
two feminist congresses in 1916. He also planned to create an electorate in favor of 
his reforms. He therefore turned to the female teachers of the region. Women were 
considered the best educators of children and should be prepared for this task. Emma 
Pérez (1999) states that the Mexican revolutionaries essentially expected women to be 
the moral guides of the nation. 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 84
62  |  chapter three    
No matter how progressive Alvarado’s views may have been, they did not  
move beyond the context of revolutionary discourse regarding women’s education.
Although the two feminist congresses of 1916 can be seen as landmarks in the 
development of feminist consciousness concerning women’s political and civil 
rights in modern Mexico, this new political space was profoundly orchestrated by the 
revolutionary rhetoric on femininity. The congresses also made clear that few Yucatecan 
women strived for active political involvement and that the majority subscribed to  
the moral and traditional connotations of the revolutionary rhetoric on femininity.  
It was a sort of enlightened traditionalism that these women advocated in their roles  
as educators of the nation.
It seemed that granting women political rights was not yet considered a serious 
option. Although the constitution of 1917 did not exclude women from civil rights,  
the electoral law of 1918 restricted the vote to men only. Opponents to women’s 
suffrage ventilated arguments such as ‘politics was a men’s business’ and that it would 
only corrupt women and make them impure. Besides, women were considered to be 
too emotional and capricious to vote sensibly.
In a later phase of this struggle – and as the outcome of five feminist congresses 
organized by and for women from different classes and groups – the ‘El Frente 
Unico pro Derechos de la Mujer’ (the sole front for women’s rights) was formed in 
1935. Although starting out as an autonomous movement, the then ruling president 
Cárdenas co-opted a major part of the front as part of his populist regime, filling his 
ranks with more women. In exchange, Cárdenas communicated to the nation that 
granting women their full political rights was a deed of intrinsic justice that could no 
longer be postponed. On 23 November 1937, the secretary of state of internal affairs 
sent a proposal to the senate to reform article 34 of the constitution by simply adding 
the words ‘hombres y mujeres’, considering this sufficient to grant women their full 
political rights. By May 1939, all states of the Republic had ratified the amendment.  
The only thing left for the congress was to declare formally that all states had amended 
the proposal. This would take until 1953 to happen.
Cárdenas succeeded in co-opting large sections of the population, men as well 
as women, at a time of fierce divisions between the right and the left, mainly over the 
anti-clerical attitude of the left. Cárdenas was in favor of women’s suffrage but also 
afraid that, in exercising this right, women might create anti-revolutionary conflicts 
in the already tense relations between state and church, since the post-revolutionary, 
modern nation of Mexico was deeply anti-clerical (Mackey, 1988). The right wing 
general Almazán took advantage of this polarization and campaigned effectively, 
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unsettling the official party. The broad alliance of women’s organizations became 
fragmented again and a federal deputation declared that:
 … women’s suffrage could not be approved because the spiritual values 
represented by feminine virtues would be lost. Besides, women have not 
embraced enthusiastically the idea of participating in the political life of Mexico 
(Ríos Cárdenas in Ramos Escadón, 1998, p. 98).
Women figured as feminist, socialist and communist front fighters, as well as mothers, 
in the Mexican struggle for suffrage. Despite the radical positions and feminist 
identities that women represented in the new political spaces, it was the same image 
that Alvarado propagated at the beginning of the suffrage struggle on behalf of 
modernity. It was women’s moral superiority that was turned into a conservative image, 
which became central in denying women their full political rights.
Within the context of the antagonism between church and state, women’s moral 
superiority became the single representation of femininity that excluded them from 
their rights. Modernity, thus, could be articulated as a process in need of women’s 
political participation. At the same time, the separation of church and state as, part 
of modernity, positioned women as ‘the other’ of men, being defined as a binary 
opposition between conservative women and revolutionary men. As such, women’s 
conservatism played a functional role in the creation of revolutionary men. 
Needless to say, achieving their political and civil rights in the end meant access 
to the political arena for women. For the ruling party, this also meant that women were 
organized in a special women’s section of the party. In later years, this image of women 
as morally superior to men was part of the political discourse, organizing women in  
a separate section. We can therefore read the following in the preambles of the PRI: 
 The party needs the collaboration of women, with their sensibility, their decency 
and their emphasis on spiritual values, to fight against dishonest practices and 
corruption (ANFER, 1984).
The image of motherhood giving ground to both women’s entrance into politics, as 
well as women’s exclusion from politics, is not unique for Mexico. During the struggle 
for suffrage in Chile, for example, a comparable ‘wave’ took place. There, too, the 
ascribed moral purity of women played a crucial role in women’s access to the political 
arena. A variety of women’s movements came into being in Chile, which collapsed 
once they entered the political stage. According to Kirkwood, this was largely the effect 
of the moralistic policy of one of the women’s parties that had made it into politics. 
Failures were unforgivable (Kirkwood, 1990). Women, so to speak, walked into the 
pitfall of their own purity ideal. 
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Similarly, in other Latin American countries, such as Colombia, Peru, Bolivia 
and the Dominican Republic, the ascribed conservatism and the image of women as 
mothers got articulated in the struggle for suffrage and in granting women their civil 
and political rights (Mota, 1980; Pinzon, 1975). Mota, for example, studying feminist 
struggles for suffrage in the Dominican Republic, writes: The woman in politics is the 
mother who soothes in difficult moments, which tranquillises a tumultuous world,  
and above all, who serves as a permanent example of the moral principles which are  
the basis of our Christian traditions (Mota, 1980, p. 272).
These struggles for suffrages are moments of ‘key shift’ in Latin American 
political history. History shows that women’s liberation was not only a genuine struggle 
of women fighting for their rights, but also a potential tool in the hands of national 
leaders for establishing modernization and democratization. Although the inclusion 
of women in politics up to a certain degree was the result of modernity, the historical 
repetition shows that the ideal notion of women as mothers, articulated in the name of 
modernity, served simultaneously in including and excluding women from the political 
arena. Furthermore, in the cases of Mexico and Chile at least, there seems to be 
evidence of another type of repetition: women organizing themselves, forming broad 
alliances, eventually partly getting co-opted within the system and than silenced again. 
This collapse is connected to the trends of national regimes to essentialize 
the notion of motherhood. This lies at the core of the problematic relation between 
feminism and nationalism. As Cockborn states:
 Essentialism is not merely an interesting theoretical concept. It is a dangerous 
political force, designed to shore up differences and inequalities, to sustain 
dominations. It operates through stereotypes that fix identity in eternal 
dualisms: women victim, male warrior: trusty compatriot, denigrate foreigner 
(Cockburn, 1998, p. 13).
This history repeated itself within the more recent transitions in Mexico, to which I will 
now turn and discuss the limited power and troublesome nature of this metaphor of 
motherhood. 
Interpretations and reflections: 
Motherhood and parallel modernities   
The questions that need to be addressed are: why motherhood and why is this 
troublesome? To start with the question of motherhood, there are several possible 
reasons. As has become clear from the historical repetitions and particularly 
within the discourse of the PAN in the period of transition, the ambiguity of the 
image of motherhood makes it suitable to be articulated with modernization and 
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democratization, as well as with nationalism and tradition. In extending the super  
to the mother, the traditional idealization of motherhood of providing family care 
and nursing gets articulated with the modern, the super: working and participating in 
politics simultaneously. In extending the super to the mother also the national, in the 
sense of the Mexican mother nursing ‘la Mexicaneidad’ (Mexinanness) gets articulated 
with the international in the sense of democratization and liberal labor participation. 
The way in which this image of gender figures in these processes is thus as much a 
reinvention of modernity as it is of tradition.
This is particularly clear in deconstructing this image as merely traditional 
at a subjective dimension. There, this image seems less essentialist. It leaves room 
for individual women to be professionals and politicians without entering in the 
controversy between being mothers (private sphere), workers or politicians (public 
sphere), or without running the risk of losing their respect or decency. At a discursive 
level, this image of motherhood serves nationalist discourses because of its moral 
connotations. It is this morality within the image of motherhood that is paramount 
in constructing a national identity (see also Yuval-Davis, 2000). In Mexico, the image 
of the mother as an image of decency and moral purity is connected to the image 
of the Mexican Virgin Mary: La Virgen de Guadalupe, representing self-sacrifice and 
moral purification through suffering. Therefore, it is the mother that becomes the 
representation of femininity at the national level, a femininity that suggests closeness 
in the sense of the asexuality and decency of the Mother Virgin and is not opposed  
to masculinity (Melhuus, 1996, p. 224; Yuval-Davis, 2000). 
Furthermore, the image of motherhood represents the particular, specific 
Mexican and the general, albeit universal, at the same time. As part of the imagery 
of nation building, it forms a constitutive element in the complex connections 
among Latin American states, belonging simultaneously to international processes of 
globalization, nation building and processes of democratization and modernization 
and to the specific ethnic-cultural repertoire of local history and colonial heritages, 
rendering Latin American nations as parallel modernities. Gender thus figures as a 
marker in the creation of parallel modernities. This parallelism is also found in the way 
this ambiguity of motherhood leaves room to articulate women’s inclusion in – as well 
as exclusion from – politics.
When these cultural values of motherhood are targeted with a turn to the right 
and towards conservatism, as the PAN momentarily shows, the relationship between 
feminism and the state will become even more problematic. When PAN took over in 
2002, history repeated itself. On the leftwing of the PRI, the broad front of women for 
democracy collapsed with the victory of the PAN. Many traditional voters from the left 
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voted for the alliance represented by Vicente Fox: a vote for Fox was a vote for change 
and thus a vote to finally kick the PRI off its throne. So far, most analysts agree that Fox 
has yet to make that promise a reality. Once in power, the PAN took a further turn to 
the right as far as women were concerned. At present, there are fewer women in high-
ranking political positions in parliament and the senate than before (Rodriguez, 2003). 
The PAN turned to the right, however, not only in numbers.
Based on a religious worldview, their conservatism brought back the old 
controversy between the state and the church. In a speech for international Women’s 
day, the Secretary of Labor took a strong position against feminism, blaming feminists 
for several social ills. Inspired by the pope, the Secretary of Labor made it very clear  
that a woman’s position should be in the home:
 A woman must recognize, love, and give herself fully to the profession of mother 
and heart of the home [and] must recognize the superiority of this mission  
above any other (Abascal in Rodriguez, 2003, p. 253).
Although many women from the PAN, including Vicente Fox, distanced themselves 
from what they considered to be the personal opinion of the Secretary of Labour, 
personal views, as is often the case in Mexico, as part of populist tendencies, do  
shape public policy. Besides, the disapproval PAN women emphasized of this personal 
opinion had to be balanced with party loyalty and, as such, was not convincing 
(Rodriguez, 2003). PAN’s ‘new moral order’ was not only supposed to defeat the 
old order of the PRI, but also targeted leftist movements, including the feminist 
movement.
Women of the PAN claim to be modern women, emancipated and professional, 
but they do not identify with women’s movements or feminism. What happens at a 
subject dimension (i.e., de-essentializing the image of motherhood) is the reverse 
of what happens at a discursive level: essentializing the image of motherhood. It is 
this trend to essentialize the image of women as mothers that lies at the core of the 
problematic relationship between feminism and nationalism, which makes this image 
so troublesome and an easy tool for excluding women from the political arena. Also, 
the fact that in the election of 2000 the wives of two state senators, with different party 
backgrounds, tried to alter their positions and run for governor of the state themselves, 
indicates this pattern and the difficulty women face in crossing the divide between 
public and private sphere.
It would be worthwhile investigating just how global this conservative turn 
of the motherhood ideal is. In contemporary Argentina and Chile, such conservative 
shifts to the right also seem to come more to the forefront. In Argentina, the clergy 
participates openly in policy decisions and, in Chile, divorce has yet to be legalized 
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(Rodriguez, 2003, p. 253). Bacchetta and Power (2002) point out that rightwing  
female activism in state building and agenda setting is growing around the world  
and that motherhood is part of their strategy in relating to – and resisting – feminism. 
The extent to which this conservative trend is global also requires additional 
investigation, since the imagery of motherhood as a gender marker of national or 
regional identity is also connected to the specific emergence of neo-liberal discourse. 
In her work on the NAFTA agreement in relation to neo-liberal restructuring, Marianne 
Marchand (2000), for example, describes how the image of women as wives and 
mothers is being used as a marker in redefining the borders between the United States 
and Mexico. 
Invited to reconsider the question of whether the imagery of the super mother 
could imply a source of women’s power, Elsa Chaney replied in her article ‘supermadre 
revisited’, why not, if this is the reality for so many women in Latin America? (Chaney, 
1998). Why not depart from this reality, as it is impossible to deny its persistence? 
Although I do not want to negate the potential of this image for women, I consider it 
to be a hazardous standpoint. I am less optimistic about this potential, for the reasons 
I have given above. However, much will depend on the women themselves and the 
direction that feminist and women’s movements take.
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[chapter four]
Motherhood politicized: 
Gender, morality and political right-wing
activism at Mexico’s northern border 44
 ‘Women have reached this capacity of being able to be mother and father at once 
and also of being able to be a political mother’45 (Interview, Blanca Alvarez,  
head of women’s section PAN, 1989).
I n t r o d u c t i o n
In this chapter we discuss the discourse on motherhood, showing how it is both a 
site for political struggle and a trope in the dialogue between women and the state. 
The archetypal image of motherhood has long been an important representation of 
femininity within different national and political discourses, ranging from left- to right-
wing politics all over the world (see among others Berkovitch, 1997; Greenlee, 2014; 
Pateman, 1992). This image has figured in Mexican and Latin American contexts, and  
in particular since the beginning of different struggles for suffrage, as a central identity 
marker in legitimating women’s exclusion from or inclusion in the political arena  
(see also Chaney, 1979, 1998; Craske, 2005; Pérez, 1999; Venegas, 1994). Women, and  
in particular mothers, are often depicted not only as defenders of the family but also  
as defenders of the well-being of society and the nation as a whole, as if the former 
were an intrinsic part of the latter (Davids, 2005).
We aim to demonstrate that this imaginary on motherhood has become 
part of governmentalities (Foucault, 1980) that inform both the activism of women 
as well as national and party discourses in Mexico. This imaginary tends to gain 
importance at particular moments of transition, (moral) crisis, or key shifts in Mexico’s 
political history (Martin, 1990; Mills, 1997). In the struggle of democratization and 
modernization, when ideas about modernity challenge more traditional values, 
women, their sexuality, and in particular their traditional roles as mothers, tend to 
become a site for contestation (Bayes & Tohidi, 2001, p. 7). Also within the realm  
of formal politics this contestation is noteworthy in the way it evokes and articulates 
morality and issues of citizenship and belonging.
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In this chapter we explore these issues, concentrating on the institutional 
discourse of the PAN, which was the ruling party in Mexico from 2000 till 2012, and the 
case of female activists and politicians of the PAN (Partido Acción Nacional/ National 
Action Party) in Ciudad Juárez. It has been traditionally the right-wing and conservative 
sector of society and the political spectrum that has been on the defence for more 
traditional family values and norms, including the role of women as mothers, also in 
the midst of (neoliberal) modernization processes or as part of these. We will analyse 
and discuss, based on the case of Ciudad Juárez, and research executed in 1992 and 
2013, how this discourse on motherhood figures, and gains meaning, in the dialogue 
between women and the state. We argue that, although strongly manipulated in the 
past by the PAN, and still present in the way women negotiate their spaces and agency 
as political activists, the significance of this discourse is changing. Within the northern 
border dynamics on violence, the relevant recent shift of female activism from the 
political arena to civil society marks the increasing political impact and importance in 
civil society of the cultural repertoire on motherhood, in particular concerning mothers 
and feminists as activists.
In doing so we will first explain what we understand by governmentality, and 
then illustrating this with a historical case of a Mother’s Day contest in 1968. Then we 
will turn to the context of the border, in particular Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez, narrating 
women’s political struggle for democracy and defending the vote. In taking up further 
the case of Ciudad Juárez we analyse the narratives of women participating in PAN 
public protests, meetings and more directly participating in the organisation of the  
PAN in 1992, and compare this to developments and narratives of women in 2013,  
while scrutinizing the meaning of and shifts in the politicization of the imaginary  
of motherhood.
A  g o v e r n m e n t a l i t y  p e r s p e c t i v e
In her book Domingo 7 the Mexican journalist and writer Elena Poniatowska describes 
how Rosario Ibarra, whose son was disappeared, who would later run as candidate for 
the presidency for the PRT (Partido de los Trabajadores, Mexican Party of Workers),  
met President Lopez Portillo after his ‘state of the union’ address (informe) on the first  
of September 1981:
 a small and petite woman came to the front of the line, completely dressed  
in black, with her black handbag over her shoulder. When she stood in front  
of him she told him with a loud voice: ‘I did not come to congratulate you,  
sir President; on the contrary, I came to demand clarity about the whereabouts 
of my son and the other disappeared for political reasons…’. ‘So you are Rosario 
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Ibarra de Piedra’, commented the president very seriously. Immediately helpers 
came near, they pushed her and the line moved on. The slim and fragile woman 
of white complexion left the National Palace onto the Plaza of the Constitution. 
Alone. Two years before, at this same plaza Rosario Ibarra de la Piedra 
initiated, in the Cathedral, a hunger strike with 80 mothers of the disappeared 
(Poniatowska, 1985, p. 7).46
This moment is as significant as it is historic because it hints at a longstanding tradition 
in which motherhood not only shapes the dialogue between women and the state,  
but also more specifically points at democratization as a highly gendered process.  
As Westwood and Radcliffe (1995) put it: ‘The symbol of the mother in Latin American 
states has been used both to signal opposition and resistance to the excesses of the 
state and to represent the epitome of the national subject’ (Westwood & Radcliff, 1995, 
p. 12). This is not exclusive to Latin American states, however, as this phenomenon 
dates back to the roots of the democratic idea in ancient Greece (Straatman, 2015).
It is not surprising that Foucault, in his discussion on the importance of 
‘parrhesia’, the practice of telling in a free and fearless manner what one believes to be 
true, illustrates this importance with a ‘speech act’47 of a mother, Creusa, who stands up 
to the god Apollo. Foucault here refers to the founding of the Greek polis based on the 
readings of Euripides’ Ion. In this myth Creusa – seduced and made pregnant by Apollo 
who took her child afterwards – publicly, in front of everyone, and in broad daylight, 
addresses the one with power (Apollo) and tells him what his injustice was (Foucault  
in Straatman, 2015). This rings a familiar bell, this representation of a mother standing 
up to the one in power and speaking the truth as a mother, and brings to mind the 
many mothers of the disappeared in Latin America and Mexico fighting for justice.48
There is a double edge, though, as Westwood and Radcliffe note, attached 
to the symbol of motherhood, which not only figures in resisting or standing up to 
certain regimes but also in embodying the national subject. As Yuval-Davis (2000) 
explains, ‘a variety of cultural, legal and political discourses are used in constructing 
boundaries of nations, to sort people into “us” and “them” and women, as the 
biological “producers” of children/people, are “bearers of the collective” within these 
boundaries’ (Yuval-Davis, 2000, p. 26). Motherhood serves at a discursive level as 
the epitome of this collective because of its moral connotations, and is paramount 
in constructing a national identity. This national notion of motherhood in Mexico is, 
since its appearance, connected to the archetypical image of the Mexican Virgin Mary: 
la Virgin de Guadeloupe (Brading, 2001; Monsiváis, 2006a), representing self-sacrifice 
and moral purification through suffering, with the added value of, as Monsívais puts 
it, ‘to be ours only’49 (Monsiváis, 2006a, p. 17). Therefore it is a notion of femininity 
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that suggests closeness in the sense of the asexuality and decency of the Mother Virgin 
rather than one that is opposed to masculinity (Melhuus, 1996, p. 224; Yuval-Davis, 
2000). Furthermore, the image of motherhood represents both the particular, specific 
Mexican and the general, universal person, at the same time.
These characteristics – a democratic appeal to the collective identity and  
honour of a morality that is not threatening to masculinity – make this archetypical 
notion of motherhood very suitable to be articulated in nationalistic discourses.  
But ‘[n]ationality and citizenship, like race and ethnicity, are unstable categories and 
contested identities. They are all gendered identities and the construction of ‘women’, 
inside and outside their borders, are part of the processes of identity formation’ 
(Pettman and Wilford quoted in Willemse, 2005, p. 173). These identity formations are 
on-going processes, and as Bhabha (1990) states: ‘Nations, like narratives, lose their 
origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye’ 
(Bahbha, 1990, p. 1). Bhabha (1990) wonders how (imaginaries) of the nation enter the 
personal realm of narration thus constructing that same nation as a space of belonging 
for its (diversity of) citizens (see alsoDavids & Willemse, 2015).
The Foucauldian concept of governmentality lends itself to study how (national) 
imaginaries become part of people’s narratives in which they not only construct the 
nation but their own proper space and belonging in it, and in this particular case, how 
the national imaginary of women and their belonging is narrated in the public space 
of politics. The Foucauldian concept of governmentality refers to how we construct 
ourselves as law-abiding citizens, as moral subjects (Foucault, 1980, 1991). It begins 
with the idea that government, as part of disciplinary power, is concerned with the 
construction of ourselves as moral agents, involving practices that shape our choices, 
desires, aspirations, needs, wants, and lifestyles, and eventually our subjectivities 
(Dean, 2010; Hunt & Wickham, 1994). In short, the Foucauldian perspective on 
government is a perspective that seeks to connect questions of rule, politics, and 
administration to the realm of bodies, lives, selves, and persons.
This implies that government also entails practices of the self, as in the 
construction of subjectivities and of who we are and how we are to live (Hunt & 
Wickham, 1994, p. 24). We construct ourselves with the different mentalities of 
government – the condition of thoughts directing citizens’ conduct – with the 
representation of bodies of knowledge, belief systems, and opinions in which we are 
engaged. These mentalities inform practices of government and as such represent 
governmentalities that are usually not open to questioning because they are taken  
for granted (Dean, 2010, p. 16).
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The fact that governmentalities are often taken for granted though does not 
imply that this turns people into dupes or beings without agency. Rather, people 
are constantly negotiating these governmentalities, sometimes unconsciously, 
sometimes consciously in repeating, reproducing, or contesting them. In biographic 
narrations these negotiations are made intelligible as people take up argumentative 
and alternative positions (Billig, 1991). Biographic narratives are thus performances 
of identities, acts of trying to construct coherent, bounded, and fixed selves, however 
temporary, while narrating about that self (Davids & Willemse, 2015). Hence, the 
discourse of motherhood as a site of political struggle can be made intelligible by 
examining how specific notions of motherhood are turned into governmentalities 
and how individual female political activists repeat, reproduce, and negotiate these 
governmentalities in the construction of their own political subjectivities and civic 
belonging. In order to be able to do so we will first give an illustration of the historical 
density of the governmentality on motherhood, without pretending to be exhaustive, 
before turning to the narratives of female political activists.
M o t h e r ’s  d ay  t u r n e d  i n t o  g o v e r n m e n t a l i t y
In 1968, with a little bit less than a month to go before Election Day, the municipal 
committee of the PRI (Partido Revolucionaro Intitutional) in Tijuana launched a call 
for the first-ever competition in Mexico of the ‘happiest mother’ to be chosen and 
celebrated on Mother’s Day, recognized on 10 May (Venegas, 2013). This call has to be 
understood as part of the PRI’s strategy to gain much needed votes among the female 
electorate in Tijuana, and as a response to the growing rebellion and collective action 
against the ruling party that the right-wing opposition party PAN (Partido Acción 
Nacional) had inspired among women, and in particular those of the poorer (popular) 
neighbourhoods.
Women, at the time, became increasingly important in protesting the infamous 
electoral fraud by the PRI and in defending the vote. The electoral campaign of the PRI 
in Tijuana, that started on 14 March, was not very successful, to put it mildly. While 
the local press reported on the notoriety of the PRI candidates, sent from the centre 
(Mexico City) of the country by way of ‘dedazo’50, the PAN was applauded for its open  
and democratic way of electing its candidates, among whom one woman, to mayor  
or councillor. During the two and one-half month campaign, the meetings held by  
the PAN rallied the interest of the public, with attendance running from 3,000 up to 
5,000 people. All signals pointed to a possible disastrous electoral outcome for the PRI, 
which drove the PRI to take action.  
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Since half of the electoral population is female, and women participated 
increasingly to defend the vote, the PRI committee in Tijuana, in an attempt to conquer 
the female vote, took refuge in organizing the ‘happiest mother’ contest. The jury 
consisted of four people, including the president of the municipal committee of the 
PRI. According to the announcement published in one of the local newspapers 51, the 
first prize would be a fully furnished bedroom and the realization of the mother’s most 
cherished wish, and nine second-place prizes would consist of useful objects for the 
home. The mother who would be able to express her wish in the most vigorous way 
possible, and whose wish, moreover, would be very difficult to realize would be granted 
first prize. All winners were to be submitted to the ‘decree of the happiest mother’  
and all ten winners would be the symbolic representatives of all the mothers of Tijuana 
to which the PRI dedicated this tribute of gratitude. This message was repeatedly 
transmitted by radio, television, and written press: ‘Grand shower of stars in honour  
of the Tijuanese mothers’ 52:
 The Institutional Revolutionary Party, conformed by all alive forces of the 
country and firmly supported by the Poor, Labourer and Peasant Sectors,  
the ones who basically consider the Mexican women as the fort of revolutionary 
efforts, as centre of the household and absolute example of abnegation and 
sacrifice, have decided on this occasion for a Mexican Mother, for a day in her life 
to see come true the biggest of her desires, regardless of what it is. The Mexican 
Mother, a resident of Tijuana who wins the contest that is now established, 
will represent all Tijuanense mothers and will receive sympathy and affection 
affirmations that the Institutional Revolutionary Party deservedly grants to  
the loyal and jealous guardian of tradition and future of Mexico. Each and every 
Mexican Mother, resident of Tijuana, has the right to request what in the course 
of her life she has not been able to achieve or what in the present moment 
represents her primary and selfless wish: the freedom of an imprisoned child, 
the healing of a sick child, the guaranteed education of one of the children,  
the presence of an absent child whom for economic reasons cannot be next to 
her on this day, the sewing machine, the gas stove, the crutches for the crippled 
child, the spectacles to facilitate the reading of the dream trip to the capital of 
Mexico. The wish is not limited to any restriction, from those will be selected 
the one that fulfils the most the emotive sentiment of the Mother and once 
it is granted will completely satisfy the condition of making of the winner the 
HAPPIEST MOTHER of THE TENTH of MAY of 1968.53 (Noticias diario de la mañana, 
Tijuana BC, 1968) 54                                  
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This announcement evokes an archetypical image of the selfless and suffering mother, 
and the contest was designed to reward not only the most suffering mothers, but also 
those that knew best how to express this suffering and in doing so knew best how to 
ask for the realization of their dreams. In claiming to know and thus be able to judge 
who would be such a mother, a judgment that is rather difficult to objectify, the PRI 
intruded into the space of emotions and maybe even more importantly so the space of 
morality. It furthermore constructed itself symbolically and morally in the imaginary, as 
a political party that fulfils wishes to those who know the right way to ask for fulfilment. 
Reading these announcements as texts in context (see also Willemse, 2007), in this 
case a context of the reciprocal practices of PRI’s clientelism, a subtext emerges in 
which knowing how to ask also signifies knowing where your loyalty should be located. 
Further, the party of the PRI is constructed as a masculine entity, as patriarch and 
keeper and protector of women. 
This was however not the first time that Mother’s Day figured prominently within 
a political dispute that concentrated discursively on moral issues and was part of the 
construction of the modern Mexican state. As Marta Acevedo narrates so eloquently,  
the origin of the celebration of Mother’s Day in Mexico dates back to the beginning of 
the 20th century, as part of the counterforces, coming from the centre of the country, 
against the socialist and feminist forces in Yucatan, a state in the southeast of Mexico 
(Acevedo, 1982, 2002; see also Lamas, 2010).
Between 1915 and 1924, Yucatan had two rather progressive governors, Salvador 
Alvarado (1915-1917) and Felipe Carillo Puerto (1922-1924). Under the auspices of 
Alvarado the first feminist congress was organized, which is considered the start of 
the history for the suffrage struggle (Acevedo, 1982; Macías, 1982). Carillo sought to 
reform the divorce law and the educational system, amongst others proposing sexual 
education for women and men regarding the function of birth control. In this purpose 
a pamphlet was spread, known as ‘the Sanger pamphlet’. In Mexico City, the centre of 
the country, and beyond, this roused a moral scandal, the size of which grew to such 
heights that it could be characterized as a ‘moral panic’ (Stuart Hall, Clarke, Critcher, 
Jefferson, & Roberts, 1978).55 The answer to this panic came from the head editor of 
Exélsior, a national newspaper. In an attempt to rescue morality and set an example,  
the editor organized the first celebration of Mother’s Day in Mexico in 1922, an initiative 
that rallied substantial support among citizens, politicians, representatives of the  
state, and the church, throughout the country. Also here we see the same image of  
the abnegating self-sacrificing suffering mother being celebrated (Acevedo, 1982).
These cultural discourses that mythologized the traditional roles of mother  
and housewife not only prescribed a model for femininity and female behaviour across 
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classes, but also rescued the image of men as fathers and providers, aimed at binding 
men to the revolutionary state. Contrary, for example to the Russian revolutionary 
imaginary and construction of women as equals to men and as labourers (see for 
example Engel, 2004),56 the Mexican revolutionary state apparatus and media made 
it clear that revolution was a man’s affair (see also P. J. Tuñón, 2006). Or as Vaughan 
explains: ‘Maternalism became the discourse and practice for an active female 
citizenship in dialogue with a paternalistic state’ (Vaughan, 2006, pp. 29-30).
The first feminist congresses and debates organized in 1916 by Governor 
Alvaredo through those in 1953 when women finally obtained their full civic rights 
consisted of different strands – progressive, radical, communist, religious, conservative 
– all of which eventually had to relate to and negotiate the dominant image of 
motherhood. As Vaughan (2006, p. 23) writes: ‘the nineteenth-century political state, 
built around an abstract male voter and property owner, became the twentieth-century 
biopolitical state that partnered with women in the nurturing of healthy bodies for 
purposes of defence and production’ (p. 23).
The image of the suffering and abnegated mother was challenged and came 
under attack in the second half of the 20th century, including from feminist movements 
and ‘in the 1980s with the advent of neoliberalism and the collapse of the welfare 
state that forced women into the workforce and out of the home in unprecedented 
numbers’ (Vaughan, 2006, p. 30). While these processes battered the model of 
patriarchal household, they did not weaken the principle of women’s responsibility 
for family welfare. As such ‘maternalism’ did not disappear completely. Although 
changing over time it was a part of the Mexican cultural repertoire of gender, and 
became a governmentality with which subjects could be governed but also through 
which they could construct themselves as moral agents. As such, maternalism opened 
up ‘a dignifying, empowering space for Mexican women, including thousands of single 
mothers’ (Vaughan, 2006, pp. 29-30). 
P o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i s m  o f  w o m e n  a t  t h e  b o r d e r  r e g i o n :  
W o m e n  f o r  d e m o c r a cy
On 10 May 1968, the PRI successfully organized a large festival in honour of Mother’s 
Day, with different artists performing (including mariachis), a lottery, and many 
gifts for mothers, and the contest of the happiest mother. The local newspaper, Baja 
California, reported on its front page on 11 May that it was held in the bullfighting arena, 
with 12,000 in attendance, and there was free entrance.57 On page five of that same 
newspaper the day before, in a big advertisement, the PAN also congratulated mothers 
on Mother’s Day but expressed a wish that:
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  the deep human motivation with which mothers deserve to be celebrated should 
not be misused for political purposes nor should this be an opportunity in favour 
of electoral propaganda, instead this should stay within the designated political 
margins.58 
Then it continued on to accuse the PRI of exploiting the poverty, economic uncertainty, 
and fear of the poor, while doing nothing to change its system. PAN stated that if 
women participated in the festival, at the invitation of the PRI and accepting its gifts, 
this should not imply that they have sold their dignity or the right to vote freely in the 
coming election. On the second of June 1968, the inhabitants of Tijuana went to the 
voting booths, and despite the happiest mother contest and the accompanying event, 
the PAN’s opposition campaign attracted more sympathizers.
On election day PAN members and activists asked the governor of state to 
intervene in order to prevent fraud in the electoral outcomes, but the governor was 
not in the state. According to official counting (by the electoral committee) the PAN 
was in the leading position, but on 8 June, the members of the Municipal Electoral 
Committee, without any representation of PAN on it, decided to suspend the counting 
of the votes and to send the documentation to the congress of state. The day after, 
state legislators annulled the municipal elections in Tijuana, based on claims of proven 
irregularities at the polls. Protest from the opposition followed immediately, calling for 
new elections. But the authorities opted to change an article in the state constitution 
that gave municipal councils the possibility, especially constituted for this purpose,  
to govern for two years in the place of the candidates the different political parties  
had put forward to be elected as mayor.59
Cecilia Barone, an activist and spouse of the president of the PAN at the state 
level, proposed during a PAN meeting that a convoy formed of women should travel to 
Mexico City to speak to the president of the country, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz. Thus was done 
and a group of 45 women left from Tijuana on 13 July, accompanied by a reporter from 
the magazine Gente! (People). They travelled by bus over 3,000 kilometres, handing out 
propaganda pamphlets and holding demonstrations. The Mujeres por la Democracia 
(Women for democracy), as they were called, were not received by Mexico’s president, 
as could be foreseen, but they did succeed in making visible the electoral situation in 
their northern state and they exchanged information with young students from the 
Consejo General de Huelga (central committee of the strike) that were initiating their 
own public protests in those days. Various authors60 consider the brutal repression of 
the student movement on the second of October 1968 as the beginning of a long and 
painful process of the opening up of the political regime. This repression manifested, 
as Aguilar Camín and Meyer put it, the authoritarian heart of the regime (Aguilar Camín 
& Meyer, 2010). 
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T h e  s t r u g g l e  i n  d e f e n s e  o f  t h e  v o t e :  C i u d a d  J u á r e z ,  1 9 8 6
Women of the northern region played an important part in opening this authoritarian 
heart. Another emblematic illustration hereof are the manifestations and actions women 
organized in Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, during the elections of July 1986. The electoral 
fraud committed during these elections was condemned by the International Court for 
Human Rights in The Hague.61 This fraud generated a severe electoral dispute in which 
the opposition to the government (PRI) was able to appeal to various social classes.  
The PAN had already demonstrated its mobilizing capacity when their candidate 
Francisco Barrio won the city’s elections for mayor in 1983. In 1986 it launched Barrio  
for state governor, and Francisco Villarreal as candidate for mayor of Ciudad Juárez. 
While the PAN seemed to have the winning hand, the PRI launched an aggressive 
counter campaign, with such a high level of irregularities that it provoked a protest 
letter signed by famous national intellectuals from different political orientations.62 
Different sources declare that the than president Miguel de la Madrid referred to this 
fraud as a ‘patriotic fraud’.63 
Women of the PAN occupied a notorious position in the struggle for defense  
of the vote. Some of them had been panistas all their lives (‘de toda la vida’) and had 
been part of the PAN ever since Luis H. Alvarez ran for governorship of the state of 
Chihuahua in 1956 or the presidency of the republic in 1958. Many others newly joined 
the PAN, rallied by the tumultuous convoys of autos, with claxons that identified them 
as belonging to the PAN, or by the human chains that were formed as people took  
each other by the hand, occupying ‘plantones’(sit ins) and international bridges, or  
as helpers of those that went on a hunger strike.64 This surprisingly broad movement,  
in the pre-internet period, was organized through telephone calls or announcements 
that were made through ‘radio pasillo’ (word of mouth). The press also participated,  
and several journalists paid a price for their help to the opposition. But the centre of 
the collective action, as if it concerned a war, resided in the headquarters of the women 
of the PAN. The prominent role of women in the campaign and the post-electoral 
mobilization was a motive for reportages and press articles, and some academic articles 
in which it was emphasized the following aspects: the courage with which women faced 
police forces and the army at the same time; their coordination in the cleaning tasks of 
the electoral census, verifying in the field that the names in the census coincided with 
the inhabitants of the indicated address; and guarding the polling, as representatives  
of the party during the electoral process to prevent the theft of ballot boxes.
The participation and presence of women also drew attention by the way in 
which the protest was feminized: before the threatening presence of the soldiers,  
the women answered by giving them flowers, singing the National Anthem, and lying 
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on the ground in the shape of the word ‘rats’ so it could be read from the helicopters 
that flew over the area where the protests were occurring.
In a less grandiose but equally effective way, many women organized themselves 
to make known their anger against fraud. As mothers and housewives, they boycotted 
shopping malls from the businessmen identified as allies of the government and the 
ruling party, ‘buying’ cheeses or sliced ham that were later left by the checkouts, as 
women pretended not to have enough money. They also organized strikes payments 
against public services like electricity or water. The feminine network extended among 
the neighbourhood, the markets, the schools, and churches, under the leadership 
of PAN, and was used to alert against the sale of the vote and the importance of 
safekeeping the polls.
Six year later, the 1992 elections in Chihuahua to elect the state governor, 
mayors, deputies, and senators took place in a very different setting from the elections 
of 1986. Upon recognition of the victory of the PAN candidates in Baja California, 
it looked like something as a favourable treatment from the federal government to 
PAN could be recognized, alluding to what was then called ‘a selective democracy’. 
Salinas de Gortari (PRI) seemed to have more ideological affinity with some of the PAN 
proposals than with the old guard of his own party. Moreover, even though the PAN 
candidate for the governorship of the state of Chihuahua was, again, Francisco Barrio, 
it was a Barrio much less belligerent and rough than the one who competed six years 
ago. On this occasion, his references to religious topics were also moderated, which 
suggested a possible agreement with the federal government. In the 1992 elections, 
moreover, the clergy from all religions would vote for the first time in the Mexican  
20th century, as result of the constitutional amendment allowing it. However, the 
electoral campaign tension was similar to that of 1986, with many distrusting and 
fearing the repetition of fraud. Ciudad Juárez had gained the title ‘cradle of democracy’ 
in 1911 when Madero began the Mexican Revolution; it was thought, then, that the 
votes and the mobilization of 1986 would renew this title now near the end of the 
century, but fraud prevailed. In the 1992 elections, although there were good reasons to 
imagine that on this occasion the vote would be respected, nothing assured it. Women, 
especially women, once again took a central role in the race: they attended and called 
for massive mobilizations of the candidates of their party, conducted door-to-door 
activities to promote the vote, supported their candidates by organizing events in huge 
ballrooms in the streets or parks of poor neighbourhoods, and raised funds through 
fairs and breakfasts.
They had, as had always occurred with the political work of women from the 
right wing, the possibility to enter extend influence into spaces that professional 
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politicians traditionally do not reach that easily: the schools of their children, 
neighbourhood organisations, markets and supermarkets, churches, and gatherings 
of neighbours, friends, and relatives. Within this context the stories of the women 
interviewed about their activism in 1992 should be interpreted.
M o r a l  a g e n t s  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  t o  d e f e n d  t h e  v o t e , 
C i u d a d  J u á r e z ,  1 9 9 2
 The party for me is more than a party, it is my family  
(Candida Delgado, Ciudad Juárez, interview 1992). 65
Speaking is active PAN member Candida Delgado, a single 57-year-old woman at  
the time, who worked at the maquiladora. When telling her story of why she became  
an active member of the PAN, she recounts that she was born in Sta. María los Ángeles, 
Jalisco, where her uncle, Juan Trujillo, was president of the local PAN. When she started 
voting, she voted for the PAN. Her uncle was imprisoned at a certain point for his 
political activities, but other party members got him out. He taught her corridos, which 
they used to sing at the opening of the party assembly. She remembers one that went 
as follows: ‘Big, steady, and violent our belief encourages us, a thousand steps ahead 
and not one back, heaven has voted and we have already sworn the country will emerge 
victorious.’ 66 
After she left her place of birth to work in Leon Guanajuato and Mexico D.F.,  
she sought out in those places a connection with the PAN. At 28, when she came to 
Ciudad Juárez, a family member asked her to come take care of their children. After a 
few days the family member told her he found someone else to do the job; returning  
to the house after mass that day, she found her suitcase and a blanket on the patio. 
Candida recounted: ‘and so began my mission of struggling, of suffering in life. Thus I 
went and worked in Nogales, and then a few days here and a few days there, and so on 
with my life of struggling, suffering, sometimes crying and sometimes satisfied.’ 67  
With a member of her family she went as far as Oakland, California, and lived there for 
eight months. There, on ‘el otro lado’ (the other side of the border) she was able to find 
people from the PAN who organized get-togethers. After eight months she had to go 
back to Ciudad Juárez to attend a personal matter, and when she wanted to return to 
California, it was no longer possible to cross the border. In Juárez she started working  
in the maquiladora and found again connection with the PAN.
Candida’s story, however personal and unique, displays different elements that 
colour her political participation profoundly but which are also recognizable in the 
participation of other female activists and members of the PAN. Like Candida, many 
women (and men) come to settle in Ciudad Juárez or to cross the border there to the 
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USA, either to stay or move back and forth. Like Candida, many are born and raised 
somewhere else, and move to Ciudad Juárez in search of work and a better life. It is a 
well-known fact that especially women are recruited for work in the maquiladoras that  
are situated in the free trade zone of the border region.
What further catches the eye is Candida’s loyalty to the PAN, begun already 
at a young age, passed down by a family member, and laden with certain religious 
connotations. We will come back later to these religious connotations, but we first want 
to draw attention to the fact that the family tradition Candida sets forth is particularly 
interesting because she belongs to the working class. Although it is not uncommon  
for women to be introduced to or participate in politics by way of their families, this 
is not the class that has traditionally belonged to the electorate of the PAN, since its 
signature was more that of a middle- and upper-class party, supported by businesses 
and entrepreneurs. But as pointed out above, the electoral campaigns of 1986 and 1992 
in Ciudad Juárez, but also in Tijuana, stood out for the collective action and movement 
of women from poorer and working-class neighbourhoods. A substantial portion 
of these women got involved in this movement and attended meetings of the PAN 
through their direct interest in the improvement or defence of their neighbourhoods. 
Ciudad Juárez is known in the last decennia for its expanding urbanization, which 
has attracted people to the city, especially women, due to its position at the border 
and its maquila industry.68 This urbanization has led on the one hand to a consolidation 
of urban zones, with their specific problems, and on the other hand to peripheral 
zones, in which new constructions often lack electricity, pavement, drainage, and 
other infrastructure (Gómez, 2005). These areas often start off as squatter settlements, 
and it is often the women of these neighbourhoods, sometimes via neighbourhood 
associations, who seek to better the area infrastructure and living circumstances. 
Furthermore, these peripheral colonies are politically co-opted by different parties 
and groups, a well-known phenomenon in Ciudad Juárez. Araceli Muñoz for instance, 
encountered the PAN meetings because she was searching for a lot on which to build a 
house. As she was also interested in bettering the neighbourhood she went to meetings 
of the PAN organized in her neighbourhood. The same holds true for Andrea Mendoza, 
who was working as a domestic servant at both sides of the border. Andrea also came 
from a family that always has been supportive of the PAN, and although she claims to 
be interested in politics, she is above all interested in a political party that will bring 
electricity and pavement to her neighbourhood. She was in particular inspired by  
Barrio who seemed to be very active and involved in solving problems with youth in  
the neighbourhood, the so-called chollos, or youth gangs.69
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It is no coincidence that predominantly women attend these meetings and are 
involved in collective action and activities to improve the neighbourhood. They see 
these activities as part of their identity and role as mothers and wives. When Araceli was 
asked why she thinks women go to these meetings, trying to solve the problems of their 
neighborhood, she responded: ‘well, because the husbands work and one has to help 
them.’70 Despite the fact that many of the women also work or are involved in income-
generating activities, it is a well-known phenomenon throughout Mexico and Latin 
America that it is often the women who are involved in community work, sometimes 
described as their ‘triple role’ (see among others Molyneux, 2006; Moser, 1989).
A substantial number of the interviewed women came into contact with 
politics, and more in particular with the PAN, through this involvement in their 
neighbourhoods. Some of them were more interested in their neighbourhood and  
what politics and politicians could mean for them in that respect than in politics per 
se. The majority of these women however, developed a kind of political consciousness 
through this community work, becoming aware of what they perceive as the corruptness 
of the local government in particular the PRI and the CDP (Comité de Defensa Popular/ 
Popular Defense Committee). Andrea Mendoza said: ‘it is pure lies what they say they 
will do. They say they will do this, they will do that, and they do nothing’71 (interview 
1992). It was well known that the PRI would try to bind people to its party through 
clientelist practices involving an exchange of favours: the provision of services in return 
for showing up at meetings and demonstrations; irregular ownership of a plot in return 
for help and unconditional obedience; protection and security in return for loyalty and 
votes. Araceli and Andrea, for instance, lived in settlements ruled by the CDP (Comite 
de Defensa Popular/Popular Defense Committee), an organization that originated  
in the early nineties and which had 14 settlements almost totally under its territorial  
and political control. 
Women who sympathized with the PAN expressed their awareness of, and 
aversion to, these practices. One of the active female members of the PAN recounted 
proudly that her domestic help told her: ‘I don’t sell myself for a pork chop’72 (interview 
Ninfa de la Fuente 1992). The struggle for political control over neighbourhoods could 
become severe at times, in particular during elections. Some of the neighbourhoods 
were under direct control of the PRI, others under control of the CDP, which was 
originally a left-wing organization but which collaborates with the PRI to win elections 
because they perceive the PAN as ultra-right wing. Women recounted that in their 
neighbourhoods there was a lot of electoral fraud going on, as people living there were 
listed as PRI voters even if they in reality voted for the PAN. One of the women reported 
that their leaders reigned with iron hand, with the power to chase people out of their 
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houses, forcing them to vote for the PRI, but that ‘below the water’ a lot of people 
voted for the PAN (interview Leticia 1992).73 This however caused a lot of fear:  
Leticia recounted the story of a companion of hers, who was afraid to be chased out 
of her housing because her husband never missed a meeting of the PAN and openly 
greeted Barrio (leader of the PAN) in one of the neighbourhoods controlled by the 
CDP. Another testimony told of a house being burned because the owner did not show 
enough support to the political leaders there. 
Women involved with the PAN testified to its difference with the PRI, or 
what they sometimes refer to as ‘the system’, meaning the PRI and governmental 
institutions. Delfina Bautista, who became an active member of the PAN, remembered 
one of the first meetings she went to where Barrio spoke as ‘an invitation to a conscious 
awakening’.74 For these women it was clear that the PAN did things differently. During 
the period Barrio was mayor of Ciudad Juárez, they noticed differences. Toñita Reta 
recalled being a founder of the Coalition of the Committees of Neighbourhoods 
(Coalición de Comités de Vecinos; CoCoVe), which for her represented a marvellous 
time, when she felt there was a new openness and dialogue with the municipality, 
acceptance of citizenship, and more attention for poor people. Later Toñita left the 
Coalition and helped creating CRECI (Comité de Resistencia Ciudadana, Committee 
of Citizen Resistance), a civil society organization focussed on community and 
neighbourhood problems in which she occupied more or less a leadership role.  
She recounts that they taught people: ‘not to wait until we would bring them a kilo  
of tortillas or that we would solve their economic problem, that would only mean  
one paternalism over another paternalism. We taught them how to succeed, how to 
fight, how to teach your children to live better.’75
Their involvement in their neighbourhoods brought them in contact with the 
PAN, which in turn involved them in demonstrations and actions in defence of the 
vote during elections. A vast majority of these women who participated in electoral 
campaigns did so out of the conviction that something had to change. They ran up 
against corrupt practices of the PRI, and were convinced that they had to fight for 
democracy. In looking back Candida recalled: ‘In ’86 we all came together and went 
out to fight: we organized sit-ins in popular neighbourhoods where the men who 
committed fraud were’.76 In describing the actions the women undertook, it is clear that 
they took risks and put themselves often in harm’s way. Candida explained that in such 
situations one should not exhibit fear. Women more than once had to face violence in 
their struggle to defend the vote. This not only hold true for women from the working-
class settlements, but also held true for women from the middle and upper classes 
who joined the PAN. In 1986, a special section within PAN called promoción de la mujer 
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(promotion of women) was organized, and although its name changed over the years, 
it also existed in 1992 as a space that educated and mobilized women in (PAN) politics. 
The PAN and its women section was very successful in rallying women as a combined 
outcome of the processes of activism, consciousness raising among the women 
involved, and PAN’s skill in capitalizing on this female potential. Or in the words  
of Carmelita Sanchez, one of its female coordinators:
 The great wealth of the parties is women… and I believe not only for this one,  
I believe for all of them, because if you go to church, the ones who mostly go  
to mass are women, if you go to schools, in the parents’ meeting, women are  
the ones there… and in the parties women are not the exception, we (women) 
are the ones who are there.77
Different PAN leaders inspired women to participate in politics by appealing to their 
feminine role as wives and mothers, and by presenting politics and political events 
as close to the private and domestic sphere. This contrasted sharply with the political 
culture and rhetoric of the then ruling party, the PRI, where private life was displaced  
by public issues (Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994). One of its political leaders once 
claimed that women could ‘do politics from behind the kitchen sink’.78 When asked 
about the difference between women’s and men’s participation within the PAN, Ninfa, 
a middle-class woman and a loyal PAN activist, answered:
 Francisco Barrio himself has told us that he prefers women for all activities, that 
we have more dedication – sorry to the men, but they are colder to see things, 
more relaxed, and women have more dedication. And I believe that women  
have a better temperament because you know how we are as mothers with  
the children so you cannot measure that and it means that in all the activities  
of the life of women. If we say yes is a resounding yes to face whatever comes.79
The attractiveness of PAN’s leaders also was connected to religious background, as  
seen in Ninfa’s response when asked if she knows Barrio: ‘I know him and I know him  
as practicing Catholic, because he practices his religion and the precepts of our religion, 
so he is a very moral man. Even if they would burn my hands I would put my hands  
in the fire [for him], I know that he is a very decent man, also a wonderful husband.’ 80  
This connection between morality and religion can also be heard in the words of 
Candida when remembering the corridos of her uncle, which hint at the past of a 
region in which the cristero struggle was particularly strong. Or as Guadeloupe Carillo 
explained: ‘I do think there is a relation between the church and the PAN. I think that 
way because of the emotion I feel, therefore it is my enthusiasm that the PAN will 
win one day.’ 81 Emphasizing certain moral virtues in the midst of a corrupt political 
world was appealing for women who sought to cleanse and change that world and 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 109
Motherhood politicized: Gender, morality and political right-wing activism at Mexico’s northern border  |  8786  |  chapter four 
PAN offered a culture of family values in which many women felt ‘at home’. As Candida 
asserted: ‘For me the party is more than a party, it is my family.’ 82 For many of the 
women activist within the PAN at the time, like Candida, this formed part of their 
upbringing. But even when there was no family tradition to follow as far as political 
participation goes, some women integrated their participation in PAN into their 
being, as if as if they were born into it: Guadeloupe Carillo declared: ‘Yo nací comiendo 
PAN’ (I was born eating bread; pan in Spanish means bread). Women from all classes 
experienced the party as a community, and correspondingly shared its convictions, 
saw it as something they belonged to, something that was close to them, part of their 
life and identity. PAN members called and still call these kind of participants ‘hueso 
azul’ (blue bone), as they are convinced to the bone about their political ideals and 
convictions. 
In the PAN imaginary, women are seen foremost as mothers, and the experiences 
of women participating in the PAN shows how that helped women to construct their 
civic political belonging within this party. It in this mixture we can recognize the 
working of the governmentality of motherhood. Women do articulate their identities 
as mothers, that forms part of their lived realities to construct a moral agency. The PAN 
mobilized this imaginary as part of their practice and culture, bridging the division 
between the private and public domain. This capacity made the PAN very successful at 
the time, peaking when Francisco Barrio became governor of the state and Francisco 
Villarreal became the mayor of Ciudad Juárez in July of 1992.
C h a n g i n g  s c e n e r i e s ,  2 0 1 3
In Ciudad Juárez in 2013, we are confronted with a completely different situation. 
Arriving at the headquarters of the PAN, the first thing that catches the eye is the 
shabby state of the office and building. What once was the headquarters of a blooming 
movement in Ciudad Juárez now is a desolated place, in need of maintenance, where 
only few people are working. We are nevertheless very warmly welcomed by Leonor 
Astorga, a panista de hueso azul who now is one of the ‘old guard’ but who at the time 
was one of the coordinators of the women’s movement. In talking to us she recalls 
those glorious times, when they would organize bazaars, breakfasts, and meetings 
where thousands of women would gather. Those days are over now. Leonor recounts 
that the activists in 1992, according to her data, amounted easily to more than 3,000, 
and that this number has been reduced to 940 in 2013. Jesus F. Ávila, who is secretary 
of communication, joins the conversation and states the PAN started losing when it 
started winning.83 He explains that after the PAN had won the national elections for 
president in 2000, and managed to keep that position until 2012, many people got 
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disappointed because of mistakes made by the PAN. People expected a complete 
change, but this did not occur, and according to Jesus this did not meet the standard 
people were expecting. Many of the mechanisms and organizations dominated by 
the PRI were still active, and though the PAN grew very rapidly, many joined out of 
career ambitions, rather than out of idealism, as had been the case when PAN was an 
opposition party.
This might indeed explain partly the decline in female participation, since the 
majority of women involved in the 1992 movement participated out of conviction, as  
an extension of their roles as mothers, searching and struggling for a better life for their 
family and children. The discourse that embraced that imaginary still is present within 
the PAN, and women like Leonor radiate those values. Entering her office, it becomes 
clear that she is very religious, with an altar to the Virgin of Guadalupe, a crucifix, and 
photos of deceased loved ones on display. Moreover, she embodies a particular kind  
of participant from those older days, in her way of talking, caressing us and the persons 
she presents us to she demonstrates a familiarizing style, creating family around her. 
But also in the narration of the women participating in the PAN, we manage to speak  
of that generation, values that stem from the idealization of women as mothers are very 
manifest, as in the words of María de Jesús, a panista, 60 years old, who first participated 
in the PAN 30 years ago. Now she belongs to the middle class, is married to a doctor, 
and identifies as a housewife, but as a young girl she used to be poor and live on the 
outskirts of Ciudad Juárez. When asked what awoke her political consciousness she 
narrates how, when she was 15 years old, she came for the first time down to the centre 
of the city (which is in itself remarkable in a place known for its mobility and border 
crossing) and started to see the inequality between different neighbourhoods: ‘It was 
then I said: why us there and them over here? That was when I heard that it was the 
people who took possession of many lands because they had a lot of money.’ 84 When 
asked further what she thinks about female political participation, María answers: 
 Look, if women intervene in politics, it will obviously be a better country, so 
simple… I am a housewife and as a housewife I must speak. I don’t have other 
elements, I love my clean house, I love my neat house, I love that my children 
behave the same in and outside the house, I love that my children are good 
citizens. So if women participate more in politics, that is what they will deliver to 
a country, a better organized country, a cleaner country and with better citizens, 
so simple, because that is the speciality of women… of cleanliness… from the 
inside. To be honest, to be careful with what she does… [she] is afraid to hurt  
and that is what the woman does, the woman does not pounce to scratch.  
I believe that because of instinct men are not interested, they don’t have 
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feelings. The woman is cautious to lead. I see it from the viewpoint of a 
housewife, the woman is ready to drive a great society, that is why women must 
participate, we are not conflictive, we, women are organized and honest.85
This idea that women are morally more pure and honest than men, which can also  
be recognized in what has been labelled by Stevens as marianismo,86 still lingers on 
within the PAN, but without the success of attracting as many women participants  
as it did before. The younger generation of PAN women express that they experience 
a gap between themselves and the older generation of women. They claim to lack 
a mechanism to connect them to the older generation and to inaugurate them into 
political practice, as Austria Galindo narrates:
 The generation gap continues and it is something that I have discussed with 
many people. Youth leaves – there is here a youth group from 18 to 26 years  
wof age – then you leave the youth, and the big boys keep seeing you as young 
and they do not accept you, so you stay skating on air. Then you must be 35 or 
36 years of age before they begin to take you seriously and I think that is wrong, 
because is one of the most productive stages, it is where there is more vigour, 
maturity with youth and we waste that decade with the young people. I just got 
out of that stage, I just got out of youth, I am 27. I say that as in the army, the 
cavalry, the one who moves faster and that in the army moves with different 
troops and different numbers and here, no, you are young and you must move 
with the big boys. So, they wasted this stage and I am not so young anymore 
and I am trying to stabilize my position; there is no place where the party says, 
‘I invite you, young one who comes from youth, to participate in something 
concrete’. There is nowhere to participate. 87
The PAN in general seems to have lost its capacity to relate to the changing mentalities 
of women. One of the PAN women that seem to notice this is Clara Torres. She has 
had a long career of participating in the PAN, stemming from a family that has long 
participated in the PAN, as coordinator the promocion feminina and as candidate for 
several political posts. Although she has a long history within the PAN, she does not 
quite fit the traditional image of a female panista. She portrays herself as a modern 
woman who wants to help working women and mothers who have difficulty finding 
kindergartens for their children when they themselves go out working. In Ciudad  
Juárez she came across a lot of situations of misery, when women, often working in  
the maquila, out of despair chained their children to the furniture in the house, because 
they had no one to leave their children with. Many did not have family nearby as they 
had migrated from other places, and, having no childcare centres around or only those 
that were too expensive, they do not know what else to do.
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Clara Torres was not able to move her party in such a way that they would 
mobilize on this issue, so she turned to civil organizations in search of solutions. 
Similarly, Maria Antoinetta, a PAN activist and a modern woman who owns her own 
business, sought help outside the PAN. Maria Antoinetta is very much aware of the 
changing needs and mentalities of women, particularly the rising problems of violence 
and the murders of women in Ciuadad Juárez since 1993,88 to which the PAN had no 
answer. In a time when the influence of the narcos was on the rise and many (business)
men and women had fled the city, women were being murdered and disappeared. 
Maria Antoinetta felt she had to do something against it, so she ran for mayor. Being 
aware of the problems of women she came to an agreement with the Red Mesa de 
Mujeres (Network Table of Women), which is a feminist civil society organization that, 
amongst other things, backs up the Comitees de las Madres (Committees of Mothers) 
in search for justice for their disappeared daughters. This organization would support 
her political campaign and, in turn for that support, they would gain a place in the 
municipal council. While she did not win the campaign the solitude with which she 
tried to tackle this issue is notable, as nobody from the PAN joined her.
Despite all the importance that women had during the transition to democracy, 
once in power, the PAN did not resume taking on vital issues for women, or for their 
families, like the murders of young women (see also Staudt, 2008).89 PAN did not 
have an adequate response to the violence and the problems with the drug lords. 
Significant in this regard, at the national level of the PAN, is the example of the first 
female PAN candidate for president, Josefina Vasquez Mota. She campaigned for the 
president at the end of president’s Calderon’s (PAN) administration, in 2012. Calderon’s 
administration was known for the war on drugs resulting in high levels of militarization. 
Although she was not successful it is noteworthy that the campaign strategy of Josefina 
Vasquez Mota, aiming at soothing a country battered by the drugs war, was to articulate 
her motherhood. She emphasized her family life to win the votes of youngsters and of 
mothers, and to according to some newspapers, stated that she was committed to take 
care of their families like she had taken care of her own family.90 
What is striking for Ciudad Juárez is that image of the motherhood surfaced 
again very strongly in this crisis, but this time it was an image of the mothers of 
the disappeared, an image of resistance against the excesses of the state. This is 
exemplified in how Rosaria Ibarra stood up to the president in power and spoke her 
truth as a mother, as described in the beginning of this chapter. It is also exemplified 
by Luz María Dávila, whose son was murdered when a drug cartel shot a group of 
youngsters at a party. President Calderon (PAN), whose war on drug cartels aroused 
extreme violence in many parts of the country, had commented in a patronizing tone 
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that certainly the youngsters were involved in criminal acts. It turned out that this 
was not the case, and so generated a lot of protest and turmoil. President Calderon 
visited Ciudad Juárez, and was met by Luz María Dávila, whose words found resonance 
throughout the country: ‘I am sorry Mr. President, but I cannot say, “Welcome!” 
Because for me that is not the case, yes!? Because here already have passed two years 
of murdering and many more things… and nothing is done to stop it’.91 The image of 
this mother standing up and belittling the president, who normally as an authority is 
encountered with respect, was spread around the country via YouTube. 
B y  w ay  o f  c o n c l u s i o n
In this chapter, we hope to have made intelligible how the cultural repertoire and  
the imaginary of motherhood informs a governmentality that seeks to make women 
law-abiding citizens, and that has been influential in the dialogue between women and 
the state at different moments in time. The discourse on motherhood notably surfaces 
at moments of crisis or key shifts, like those described in the 1920s, when Mother’s Day 
was for the first time organized in Mexico, or during the struggle for democracy,  
for example in 1992 in the northern border region. 
But even more recently, during the rise of violence in Ciudad Juárez and the 
confrontation with a state that failed to protect its citizens, there has again arisen a 
kind of moral crisis or panic in which motherhood becomes an important politicized 
configuration, now coming from the site of civil society in the form of mothers 
standing up for their rights, and in protest against the great impunity demonstrated by 
the Mexican government. Again, in a certain sense, maternalism is the discourse that 
dominates the dialogue with the state, epitomized in Luz María Dávila in speaking out 
against President Calderon, in an act of parrhesia. It is a different maternalism, though, 
than in the early years of the Mexican revolution, or the elections of 1992. 
The imaginary of motherhood seems to be flexible and to depend on the context 
and the discourse in which it is articulated, and therefore can attain different meanings 
and have different effects. One could argue that women in their fight for clean elections 
in 1992 were also resisting the excesses of the state. On the other hand motherhood, 
at the same time, also provided a political trope that legitimated their political 
participation and facilitated civic belonging to a political party, the PAN, a place where 
they were heard, and could share ideas about new national futures. The mothers of the 
disappeared are not heard in that way: their protest is directed against the state, not to 
belong to it.
Governmentalities though are not that totalitarian. Women, in reproducing this 
image, in identifying with it and articulating it as part of their political subjectivities, 
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also alter and shifts its connotations and meaning. The collaboration between Maria 
Antoinetta and the feminist organization of the Red Mesa de Mujeres might be a point 
in case. But also the many women participating in the PAN demonstrations as an 
extension of their identity as mothers, guarantee the persistence of this discourse  
as well as its gradual change over time.
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[chapter five]
The micro dynamics of agency: 
Repetition and subversion in a Mexican
right-wing female politician’s life story 92
Agency often appears as a subjective force that turns people into actors instead of  
mere objects caught in a structure. This seems to be an accessible understanding of 
agency used, albeit loosely, in different works and debates. Only recently in a heated 
debate in European Journal of Women Studies, on whether or not girls possess some 
kind of agency regarding their clothing habits and codes, Duits and Van Zoonen state, 
‘Our claim was simply to discard all the top down discourses about girls’ clothing and 
start asking them what they mean by it, making them actors rather than objects in  
the debate’ (Duits & Zoonen, 2007, p. 167).
Proof that this claim is not as simple as it may look is provided by the debate  
it consequently inspires between Gill and Duits and Van Zoonen (Duits & Zoonen,  
2006, 2007; Gill, 2007). Gill accuses Duits and Van Zoonen of promoting an autonomous,  
freely-choosing female subject, thus reinstating the rational, unified subject of 
enlightenment that has been the object of sustained feminist critique (Gill, 2007,  
p. 79). Duits and Van Zoonen, in turn, accuse Gill of denying the possibility of self-
image and agency among young girls by accepting subjectivity as a product of power 
that works in and through subjects (Duits & Zoonen, 2007, p. 168). Where Duits and  
Van Zoonen accuse Gill of considering certain groups of young girls to suffer from 
a false consciousness, Gill accuses Duits and Van Zoonen of disregarding the power 
relations implied in the cultural context of these girls, in assuming that they dispose  
of free will (Duits & Zoonen, 2007; Gill, 2007). In short, this discussion seems trapped 
in reproducing an oppositional conceptualization of the relations between actor  
and structure, as the authors systematically try to situate each other at one end of  
this spectrum.
Notwithstanding the variety of studies that try to nuance or overcome framing 
agency within this dichotomy (see, for example, M Buitelaar, 2006; Mahmood, 
2005; McNay, 2000; S. Ortner, 2006; Willemse, 2007), this dichotomy seems rather 
persistent, resurfacing time and again. Gill’s suggestion that we urgently need a 
more complex understanding of choice and agency to develop a meaningful feminist 
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critique of neoliberal, post-feminist consumer culture (Gill, 2007, p. 72), calls, in my 
view, for the need to reopen the question of the apparent dichotomy between agency 
and structure. The persistence of this dichotomy seems connected to the complexity 
of rethinking subjectivity beyond the Enlightenment subject as well as the feminist 
interest in linking agency and resistance.
Framing agency within a dichotomy between structure and actor leads to framing 
agency within the related dichotomy of compliance vs resistance (McNay, 2000). One 
could easily get stuck in this dichotomy, especially if the subject under study concerns 
Mexican right-wing female politicians, as in my case. Power points to the fact that more 
often right-wing and conservative women are seen as lacking any independent initiative 
and merely pawns in the male-dominated political game, which in turn refers to a 
rather singular notion of patriarchy and the possible resistance to it (Bacchetta & Power, 
2002; Bedi, 2006; Power, 2004, pp. 138-139).
I have to admit that something of the sort happened to me when I met Marina, 
an ambitious politician, a member of the Mexican parliament for the right-wing party 
PAN (Partido de Acción Nacional) and main protagonist of this article. At first, Marina 
seemed to repeat her party’s rather conservative and traditional discourse on gender 
so vigorously that it blurred my vision, preventing me from considering her as an actor 
bestowed with agency, thus complying with the dominant discourse.
Framing Marina’s agency within the opposition of compliance vs resistance 
implied, albeit indirectly, a conceptualization of agency primarily as acts that challenge 
social norms, not upholding them (Mahmood, 2005, p. 5). Finding my way out of this 
dichotomy entailed a detailed re-examination of how Marina constructs her political 
subjectivity in and by repeating the dominant discourse of her party. Exploring the 
micro dynamics of agency, instead of focusing on resistance, became a search for 
these moments in which something extra, different or new occurred besides or better 
precisely through this repetition (Butler, 1990; Foucault, 1972).
I try to make this process of repetition, in which something else can appear, 
either consciously or unconsciously, intelligible by subjecting Marina’s stories to 
different layers of text and discourse analysis. This is the main aim of this article.  
While she presents herself as an autonomous person and tries to control her life (story), 
I search for those underlying structures that she cannot control. The story of her life 
has relative autonomy as a text with its own dynamic, rhythm, structure and lexical 
design, and is considered as such. Precisely in the autonomous and merely unconscious 
repetition of these elements lies a methodological point of interest.
I argue that Marina’s play with text is also a constant play with repetition of 
the metaphors and oppositions that conceal patriarchal hierarchy and through which 
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discourse organizes, normalizes and effectuates its power (Foucault, 1972). This brings 
me back, in the conclusion, to the need of re-conceptualizing agency in feminist analysis 
on right-wing women and resistance.
B e c o m i n g  a  p o l i t i c i a n :  A  p l ay  b e t w e e n  b e i n g  s h a p e d 
b y  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  s e l f - m a d e  w o m a n
I first met Marina in 1989, in Mexico City, as part of my research into the representation 
and self-representation of women participating in Mexican national politics, mainly 
party officials, members of parliament and the senate. While today she has been able to 
push forward her political career as a senator for the ruling right-wing party, PAN (Partido 
Acción Nacional), at the time of our first acquaintance she was a MP for the PAN when 
it was still an opposition party. During that first meeting, the context of the political 
conjuncture was going through a slow but definite shift. The PAN was gaining ground 
as one of the strongest parties opposing the authoritarian regime of the PRI (Partido 
Revolucionario Institutional) that had ruled the country for more than 70 years.
Up to then Mexico had known what has been called an enlightened one-party 
dictatorship. While often considered as one of the most politically stable countries 
of Latin America, Mexico’s regime can be characterized by corporatism, populism, 
authoritarianism, personalism and electoral fraud. The then political context in Mexico 
was one of the gradual but steady growth of opposition forces, on the left-wing as well 
as on the right-wing (PAN). On the right, the PAN was gaining strength by winning 
governorships in the northern states. Belonging to an opposition party though, even 
a conservative one, still meant going against the grain and inasmuch, being part of a 
more or less subversive movement.
Marina was a young and upcoming politician with an outstanding and articulated 
opinion, seemingly not afraid of outing her own ideas and fervent advocator of the 
idea that her party was going to do things differently than the PRI had done so far. 
Before becoming a MP she already occupied political posts in her home state in the 
north, where the PAN traditionally had been stronger, the state she also represented 
in parliament. In Mexico City she evolved as a campaigner for women’s participation in 
politics as head of the special section for women within the party (Promoción Política 
de la Mujer) and takes pride in the success this body has in assisting women into taking 
up positions within the party. Although women – particularly those active in the middle 
and higher ranks of the party – often became involved in politics via their families 
(e.g. belonging to families with a long tradition of political involvement) or via their 
husbands, following them in their political careers (see also Rodriguez, 2003), once 
inside they participated in their own right.
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In trying to get to know Marina better, I assembled different texts about 
her, her work and her life. Besides attending meetings and political events, I had 
in-depth interviews with her. The way she starts narrating her life is significant and 
representative for the rest of the text. I begin therefore by presenting this first part  
of her life story.93 After briefly stating that she is 31, single, with no children, born  
in one of the northern states of Mexico, she continues:
 My family has been a member of the PAN for a long time already; I was very small 
when they joined the PAN because they participated in groups that gathered 
medicine for poor people. My father ran for election on different occasions, 
though it was my mother who was most politically active. Even as children we 
painted campaign boards for the PAN. The first occasion that I spoke in public  
I was only six years old. It was about a pamphlet we had circulated. I had learned 
the text of the leaflet by heart. It dealt with the obligations of a delegate. A lady 
who stood in front of me took the microphone and commented that within PRI 
not even the MPs knew what their responsibilities entailed, whereas in PAN, 
even little children knew this. Then she pointed at me and gestured to come 
closer to the microphone. She asked me, what are the tasks of a delegate?  
I began to recite them. Thus that is a little bit inherited, but we reach an age  
at which we each individually have to make a decision. This happened when I 
was twenty. I was invited to run as a candidate for the municipality council.  
I agreed to take part in that campaign in 1977. We campaigned throughout  
the whole city and won the elections.94
Already in this first part of Marina’s story there is much internal ‘argumentative 
positioning’ relating her internal world intrinsically and intimately to the surrounding 
world (Billig, 1991; M Buitelaar, 2006; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998).  
In chronological order, the first positioning is the situating of Marina’s political career 
in the perspective of a family tradition. As is often the case with life story narratives, 
situating is part of a sequence that marks a specific beginning or origin and is organized 
around questions like how and why one’s life has developed as it has. In other words,  
it is narrated from a perspective designed to give one’s life direction and purpose or  
to create some sense of security and wholeness (Aalten, 1995; Ewing, 1990; McNay, 
2000; Willemse, 2007).
The direction Marina’s internal dialogue and purpose takes at this point in  
her life story is one embedded in a politically conscious tradition, which builds on  
an ethos of serving society in general and the poor in particular. This notion of service is 
widespread within the PAN, figuring as a practice and rhetoric to reach its constituency 
and further build the party. Although not expressed explicitly, the way serving the poor 
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is presented here in these few lines reveals a certain middle- or upper-class position, 
since helping the poor is presented as an activity of charity – redistributing medicine 
among the poor – and not as a conscious class struggle, for example. From the start,  
her political positioning intersects with a gendered and class position, marking her 
process of identification profoundly intersectional.95
She identifies herself with her mother as the most active political participant  
of her family, indicating that politics does not pertain only to the masculine and public 
domain in connecting it with acts of charity, thus politicizing an activity often ascribed 
as a reproductive, female, upper-class activity. This middle- and upper-class ethos 
of serving is present throughout the whole story of her life. To be righteous and to 
serve was something she was brought up with and, since this went hand in hand with 
supporting the PAN – ‘inherited’ as she says – her involvement was almost inevitable.
What catches the eye is the immediate positioning vis-a-vis the PRI as significant 
other, a positioning that has to be understood within the Mexican context where, 
as mentioned earlier, being active within an opposition party is not without danger. 
She describes, for instance, at a later moment in her life story, how, right after having 
accepted her first candidature for municipality council, a massive fraud took place 
during the 1978 local elections and the federal elections of 1979, when 16 registers 
disappeared from the voting booths (casillas) where the PAN did not have any control or 
representatives. In response she and others occupied the entrances of the municipality 
where they were removed by the police using batons. From that moment on her 
political participation has been continuous.
She then goes on to describe becoming a politician as the natural outcome of 
this process, as if her life were political from the very beginning, albeit something for 
which she is shaped, as part of the natural flow of her life. This in itself is remarkable 
because becoming a politician in the broader cultural gender repertoire of Mexico is 
not normalized as the most ‘natural thing’ for a woman to do. This is something she 
feels she has to account for, making her self-representation not only understandable 
for me but to the public, she understands, is listening in over my shoulder and making 
the orientation of the cultural horizon of this broader audience and the anticipation of 
their possible answers part of the experience of the self (Appiah, 1994; Bakhtin, 1981).
She presents herself as a person who, from a very young age, is very capable  
and in charge of her own life. Although she repeats the motto of her party – ‘to serve’ –  
she presents herself from childhood on as the heroine of her own life story. This is not 
unique as people tend to turn their life stories into ‘personal myths’, as McAdams (1993) 
argues, pointing to the fact that identity is created by organizing stories about multiple 
identifications into continually revised biographical narratives that form answers to  
the question ‘Who am I?’. 
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At first, this myth-making is indirect and focalized through another woman’s 
words at a PAN meeting. Later, she shifts to a more direct expression of being in charge 
of her own life. This shift begins with the sentence: ‘Thus that is a little bit inherited, 
but we reach an age in which we each individually have to make a decision’ (my emphasis), 
with which she depicts the PAN almost as her own family, through the use of the term  
inherited. This shift also marks a climax in the text. As known from analysis of 
biographies, subjects not only tend to narrate from and towards a certain climax in 
their lives, but narrated key events such as high, low and turning points in particular 
are preeminent dialogical moments in the construction of identity, understood as a 
continuous process of identification (Buitelaar, 2006, p. 262; Josselson, 1995, p. 42). 
This sentence marks the building of such a turning point and climax, since it is leading 
up to the sentence: ‘I agreed to participate in that campaign in 1977. We campaigned 
throughout the whole city and won the elections’, which signifies a major change  
and decision in Marina’s life: her own decision to pursue a political career.
This climax is significant for Marina’s narrative strategy and the metaphors 
she calls upon: those of being shaped by tradition and of being a self-made, modern 
individual. That she juggles these metaphors of tradition and modernity to organize 
some kind of movement in the dualisms and opposition they represent can be seen 
as an expression of her subjectivity. Although, superficially, it seems that she just 
follows in the footsteps of her family, something else happens. To explore the kind of 
movement she tries to stir here and grasp what she tries to negotiate requires another 
layer of text analysis, taking a closer look at the way this play of hers is encoded in  
the structure of the text.
A  d e s i g n  o f  n a t u r a l n e s s :  A  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e gy
Significantly, Marina chooses a passive form of formulation to mark a major decision  
in her life: ‘but we reach an age at which we each individually have to make a decision’. 
Not using the personal ‘I’ form could be a form of modesty, as is the case in some 
languages. In this case, however, it points at the choice of a passive form of formulation 
in which the subject is not directly responsible for the action at hand – resulting in  
a presentation of the theme as known information (see also Fairclough, 2007;  
Kosta & Wolter, 2002). But also the ‘we’ claims a moral ‘sharing’ of some kind of  
a norm or value.
In having different choices of presenting her message, she also could have  
said, for example, I think, I feel, or I am convinced that there comes a moment in 
everyone’s life, or even: there came a moment in my life when I had to decide for 
myself, etc. Through the use of ‘we’, however, she addresses a wider public.  
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Moreover, she implicates her public in this experience by conveying her personal 
knowledge as if it were an accepted truth, part of our everyday common-sense 
knowledge (see Fairclough, 2007; Weedon, 1987) – as if saying we are all in it together, 
something which is by no means obvious or self-evident. Choosing and making 
decisions individually refers to a (white) liberal (and possibly bourgeois) individualist 
discourse rather than the more collectively oriented discourse which is found in some 
of Mexico’s indigenous cultures.
In choosing this formulation and syntax, Marina points to the fact that she 
regards herself as ‘the quintessential “victim” or the quintessential “experiencer” ’  
(Kosta & Wolter, 2002, p. 6). This is precisely the focal point around which her 
play of language spins. She is – as she wants us to believe, we all are – subject to a 
force, a natural or moral flow, which she on other occasions calls ‘evolution’, while 
simultaneously having a say in that process or interfering in it so as to direct the course 
of its path according to her wishes and interests.
This playing with simultaneously being subjected to bigger processes while 
being an agent in her own right is crucial to the way in which Marina constructs her 
agency in a repetition in which she deliberately and consciously (or not) derails this 
repetition in the direction of another story that she also wants to tell. This play is not 
only encoded in the structure of these few sentences, but is present in the structure  
of the text at large. The way in which cohesion is formed between clauses gives insight 
into what kind of argumentation and ethos is encoded in the text (Fairclough, 2007). 
Looking at the text of Marina’s life story, the use of connectives, markers of such 
cohesion – such as then, because, though, whereas, thus, but and so forth – point 
at a rationality that is goal oriented, expressing argumentation of causal relations. 
Albeit academic, it concerns an apparent rationality, presenting the theme at hand as 
informed by epistemological knowledge (see Kosta & Wolter, 2002).
At this level of the text there is tension between the construct-driven character 
of the structures of the text and the ‘naturalness’ of the content she relates. This 
‘naturalness’ is constructed by design, conveying a social and political identity that 
projects the political PAN background and tradition as the righteous and just one, 
while, at the same time, not leaving fate to tradition but rather taking it firmly into 
her own hands. It is as if she were weaving a tapestry in the colours of sameness, 
naturalness and tradition, with the contrasting colour of her modern individualism  
and self-made image constantly shimmering through. In my view, this pattern is  
what gives a constructed character to the tapestry of naturalness in her narrative. 
Although there is no way of knowing if Marina does this consciously, her text 
conveys that making a modern choice for oneself and by oneself is part of the natural 
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flow of tradition. Her narrative strategy, either consciously or unconsciously, consists 
of reconciling the different dichotomies between the metaphors of modernity and 
tradition by reproducing them as part of each other. This narrative strategy and 
internal dialogue is aimed at constructing subjectivity, identifying with parallel gender 
identities like that of her mother and her generation, while simultaneously leaving 
room for diversifying from that collective gender identity. I return to this ‘room’ for 
diversifying later.
The shift from a passive to an active mode in her story also marks the articulation 
of ‘discursive formations’, where discourses of gender, politics, family tradition and 
modern individuality intersect. It is precisely in this unsettled space, at the crossroads 
of these intersections where parts of Marina’s subjective agency become intelligible  
(S. Hall, 1991). Therefore, to make sense of her strategy in discursive terms, or, in other 
words, how this discursive strategy acquires further meaning within the cultural and 
material context of the diverse surrounding discourses, such as those of the PAN, PRI 
and cultural discourses on gender, requires further analysis of the text in relation to 
context.
M o r a l  m o t h e r h o o d :  A  d i s c u r s i v e  s t r a t e gy
Marina’s strategy of reconciling the metaphoric dichotomies she repeats not only 
concerns tradition and modernity but also and related to it that of the inner, private 
domain in contrast to that of the outside, public domain. Her repetition of the 
metaphor of motherhood turns out to be crucial in bridging the two opposite and 
different political worlds of, on one side, home, the PAN, tradition, justified rebellion, 
an ethos of serving and women’s natural political participation and, on the other side, 
the chaos of the amoral outside world of political corruption dominated by the PRI. 
This naturalness stems from her identification with her mother and her female friends: 
‘I feel that the reason why participation was something natural for me is because 
my mother and her female friends who participated in politics had a clear sense of 
self-esteem and felt the necessity to participate to solve the problems at their roots.’ 
But involving herself in national politics implied also involving herself in a world 
outside the PAN. This becomes apparent in taking a closer look at a statement that 
Marina uttered during a round table conversation organized by El Nacional, a national 
newspaper, on the theme of female political participation:96
 I think that if women are going to do things wrong, the same ways that men 
do, I honestly feel they should stay at home. It is important to distinguish the 
following: Evolution consists of maintaining what’s worthwhile and changing 
what’s inherited, without questioning its value. It is impossible to think of 
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progress while ignoring the very essence of being a woman, her motherhood. 
There has been talk that women should be liberated from the punishment of 
motherhood. From my perspective, this is nothing more than deterioration. 
On the other hand, in Mexico we lack role models of women who have reached 
positions that they hold naturally and legitimately, women who choose freely 
to enter public employment, without feeling pressured by economic and family 
necessities or by the demanding social pressures. The image of women who 
freely choose to stay at home has to be rescued. The world can survive without 
professional women but not without mothers. Another important aspect that 
deserves attention is that we political women have been judged ironically, as if 
because of our political participation we have stopped being women, as if we 
have stopped knowing how to do the work that is traditionally women’s work.
Here she obviously evokes a strategy, often used in right-wing or conservative circles 
although not exclusively so, of legitimizing women’s participation in politics that 
repeats the patriarchal standard of positioning women primarily in their roles as 
mothers, ruling the private and inside world while men are supposed to do so in  
the world outside and public domain, clearly also repeating the dominant discourse  
of her party.
The strategy the PAN has developed to attract women and enrol them as 
militants in the party stems from the familiarization of politics and the politicization of 
the bourgeois ideals of the family. In contrast to the PRI, the PAN presents its politics as 
close to the private and domestic sphere; whereas in the PRI private life was displaced 
by public issues (see Barrera, 1994; Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994). One political leader 
at the time represented this strategy in claiming that women could ‘do politics from 
behind the kitchen sink’. As if taking care of the family is an intrinsic part of taking 
care of society at large in an altruistic way, a democratic act in itself (see Craske, 2005; 
Davids, 1993, 2005).
This propagation of the family by the PAN has to be considered against 
the background of a much felt need for political and economic modernization in 
coherence with their neo-liberal party ideology, being traditionally a party that has 
been supported by and represents the interests of private investors and entrepreneurs. 
Although at the time the NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) was already  
in the making under the authority of Salinas de Gortari (PRI), the PRI was not, as would 
later turn out with the victory of President Vincente Vox in 2000 (PAN), capable of 
successfully fulfilling this drive towards modernization. The PAN’s (bourgeois) ideal 
of the Mexican family thus got boosted as an instrument of modernization in the ‘new 
politics’ against (PRI) corruption, integrating national and traditional values that would 
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not be totally uprooted, and encouraging the larger part of Mexico’s population be able 
to identify with the party. 
The traditional values embedded in this family ideal and ‘political motherhood’ 
as evoked in Marina’s statement reflect the notions and meanings attached to la Virgen 
de Guadalupe (the Mexican image of Maria), which figures as a female archetype for 
femininity in Latin America at large and Mexican society in particular, often associated 
with self-sacrificing capacities, decency and moral pureness – or even moral superiority –  
and is a prominent part of the national imaginary (Brading, 2001; Melhuus, 1996;  
P. J. Tuñón, 1999).97 It is this repetition of motherhood with its moral superiority on 
which Marina’s personal myth-making (McAdams, 1993) is based. It is chiefly women, 
Marina sees, who are fit to cleanse this amoral world: ‘Women are sounder than men, 
have a clearer notion of pureness and honesty and are therefore more difficult to 
corrupt, compared to men.’ According to her they bring ‘something clean and fresh’  
to politics.
It is also this repetition in which Marina effectuates a reconciliation of the 
domestic and public arenas, thereby accommodating tradition in a modern political 
discourse or modernity in tradition. The naturalness of this reconciliation, though,  
of entering a predominantly masculine domain being a woman has to be created,  
not being a mother herself but a single woman living alone. She has to safeguard  
not only her femininity but also her decency since entering the masculine domain  
of politics traditionally evokes a fear of compromising women’s sexual integrity  
(see also Goetz, 2007).
While she presents her participation in politics partly as the natural following  
of family tradition, where many women had gone before her, she simultaneously 
breaks with this tradition in following the footsteps of her father in becoming an 
official candidate for the PAN, something her mother never did. At no point in her life 
story, however, does she elaborate on her father or identify with him. The identification 
with her mother seems to normalize this break. She further connects this identification 
with addressing the women of her own generation: we (modern) women all reach a 
point in life when we have to make an individual decision whether to cross that bridge. 
This seems to be the ‘we’ she appeals to in the very first part of her life story: ‘But we 
reach an age at which we each individually have to make a decision’. Embedding her 
individual decision in the creation of a ‘we’ takes the sharp edges of awkwardness off 
such decision, making it look less strange, less extraordinary.
It is the need she feels to reconcile different worlds and ‘smooth over’ this break 
as part of her personal choices that explains her language shifts between becoming 
and being self-made, and her play with naturalness and construction, tradition and 
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modernity. This play is not only present in the private texts of her life story but also in 
the public text cited earlier. Although Marina’s statements of gender seem to project 
and repeat a very essentialist, biologically determinist notion of femininity, defining 
motherhood as its core essence, which also almost made me consider Marina as a 
cultural dupe of her party discourse, she stretches the meaning from an essentialist  
and biological notion to a moral and political one open for any women to follow her.
Her use of intertextuality displays ‘this stretching’. Intertextuality must be 
understood as the phenomenon that all texts acquire meaning by implicitly borrowing 
elements from other, already existing texts, ‘inserting history in a text and the text 
into history’ (Kristeva, cited in Fairclough, 2007, p. 102; Meijer, 1996; Willemse, 2007). 
This intertextuality manifests itself in particular in the sentence: ‘On the other hand, 
in Mexico we lack role models of women who have reached positions that they hold 
naturally and legitimately.’ Up to then Mexico had known several women in high 
ranking positions in politics, belonging to the PRI. One of the most famous, Rosa 
Luz Alegría, became a minister under the former presidency of Lopez Portillo. It is 
commonly understood that she reached this post because she was the president’s 
mistress. Marina prefers to negate this kind of role model as she states to me in a part  
of her life story:
 Besides, we are in need of role models in politics. The ones we have had were 
the wrong ones, like Rosa Luz Alegría. This makes people who have something 
pure and fresh to attribute think that this is no activity for decent women.
In that sense, Marina’s referral to her public’s cultural horizon is an intertextual 
reference, in this case, the silenced information refers – intertextually – to her life 
story and to the wider cultural text about Rosa Luz Alegría. Through this reference, 
although in silenced form, she indirectly acknowledges precisely what she does not 
want to articulate in public and what is beyond her control: that not all women are by 
nature morally ‘pure and clean’. Acknowledging (albeit indirectly) that there are ‘other’ 
women is precisely what makes Marina’s narrative creation of notions of naturalness 
and tradition comprehensible as discursive constructs and her narrative strategy 
simultaneously a discursive one. Metaphorically, it is another thread of contrasting 
colour in the closely knit pattern of tapestry of naturalness, as I have labelled this 
(lexical) design, orchestrating her different intersecting positions and voices (see  
also Holland et al., 1998).
Moreover, with this thread she symbolically evokes the opposite image of  
the ‘pure mother’ – that of the mistress. In Mexico often represented as la Malinche, 
the indigenous woman who translated for Hernan Cortez, the conqueror of Mexico, 
was also rumoured to be his mistress. In literature, history attaches different meanings 
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to the figure of la Malinche, from a heroic figure that helped create the colony as a 
Spanish, Christian society – to a traitor and prostitute during Mexico’s struggles for 
independence (Cypes, 1991). Although in varying ways her figure is still part of the 
cultural repertoire on gender and the nation’s myth of origin, connected to sexual, 
active and eventually treacherous women, as opposed to the motherly figure of  
la Virgin de Guadalupe. Marina indirectly connects by her intertextual use of ‘a lack  
of role models’ female Priistas to this image, rallying women to participate in  
the PAN instead of the PRI.
Marina’s agency thus manifests itself in the repetition of the cultural 
gender repertoire and upholding the norm of ideal motherhood. In doing so she 
simultaneously subverts the traditional dualism between the private family domain  
and the public political domain by demonstrating that she belongs to both worlds.  
How successful she has been in this subversion becomes clear when I again met with 
Marina in 2005 and 2008, after the PAN became the ruling party in 2000 and Marina 
a senator for her party. Not just because now she is a mother but by the way she 
narrates on both occasions how she became a biological mother, delivering her babies 
in between meetings, without taking any time off. It is a heroic story of becoming a 
political mother in the flesh, embedding her political subjectivity in the materiality  
of a politically conservative, discursive practice. 
T o w a r d s  a  c o n c l u s i o n :  A g e n cy  d i s c u r s i v e ly  c o n s t r u c t e d
I hope to have made clear that to encapsulate Marina’s agency within the dichotomy 
of resistance versus compliance would do injustice to the character and effects of her 
agency. Implying total compliance with dominant discourse would furthermore suggest 
that those closer to the centres of (decision-making) power would not have to struggle 
over the content of dominant discourses, nor display disjuncture with it.
Marina successfully rattles the discursive cages of dichotomies through 
which normativity and naturalness are organized. The way in which she rattles these 
cages sheds light on her personal and political subjectivity and the simultaneously 
confirmative and subversive character of her agency. Whether this is the result of a 
conscious negotiation remains to be seen. The problem is that negotiation is often,  
in particular as part of the western construction of subjectivity, projected as conscious 
subversive strategy. This is also why in the debate between Duits, Van Zoonen and 
Gill a concept such as false consciousness pops up. Speaking however displays the 
unconscious ‘iterability’ of language (Butler, 1990; Derrida, 1972) with its (discursive) 
structures, wherein sometimes something of this force/agency reveals itself in this 
repetition and almost in spite of itself takes a different direction. Something new or 
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different can sneak into this dynamic that might be beyond conscious control or will, 
nevertheless turning out be subversive in relation to dominant patriarchal discourse  
or party discourse.
Precisely by claiming normalness for her life and making an appeal on the 
desirability of right-wing political morality and norms, Marina creates personal room 
for manoeuvre within the boundaries of this norm. Not being able to detect the agency 
installed in repeating and upholding these norms would have implied, in my case, 
denying the agency of a conservative and right-wing woman. Marina’s agency does not 
entail a deliberate strategy of resistance, nor is it total and revolutionary as might be 
hoped for from a feminist perspective. Her agency is fragmented, and displays itself  
as a careful strategic negotiation within the power relations in which she operates.  
Her subversion does not consist out of overt resistance.
However, that notion of resistance belongs to the philosophy of Enlightenment 
with its utopian idea of revolution as a radical break with what has gone before and, 
as such, it is a very problematic notion of resistance and change. This is not only 
because patriarchal notions of power are everywhere, in all kinds of behavioural norms 
and prescriptions, styles of clothing, language and body language, but they are also 
very difficult to subvert simultaneously at all these levels. Moreover, the illusion of 
the subject is sustained as if it could liberate itself from oppressive gender relations 
while preserving only the good ones. This in turn presupposes a position prior and 
outside the cultural and discursive power relations in which the subject is implied and 
enmeshed.
In diverse domains, but certainly the public and political domain, patriarchy 
appears as the normalization of a masculine norm and femininity as its default. That is 
why women who enter this domain have to legitimate themselves while men don’t.  
We find it in Marina’s story when she says, on the one hand: ‘I do what I want’ but on 
the other hand: ‘I am a good girl; I do fit exactly in the dominant right-wing moral,  
look how I uphold these right-wing values.’ 
Marina’s subversion exists not in resisting one world (the private) in order to be 
able to enter the other (the public), but in carefully and cautiously undermining this 
dichotomy that suggests that there would only be one world open to her; she subverts 
this opposition that suggests a logic of exclusion. This kind of subversion can be found 
in everyday life, as small and fragmented changes, whereby people, consciously or not, 
try to do their thing within the boundaries of the surrounding norms and values. In this 
way, they create space to manoeuvre. It would be in the interest of feminist scholars 
to study this space for manoeuvring and to search for the different styles individuals 
employ to integrate different subjectivities within existing power hierarchies. In my 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 132
The micro dynamics of agency: Repetition and subversion in a Mexican right-wing female politician’s life story  |  111110  |  chapter five 
case, this has meant acknowledging conservative women as carriers of patriarchal 
power relations who also simultaneously subvert some of these patriarchal boundaries. 
And finally, coming back to the dispute between Gill and Duits and Van Zoonen, I would 
argue that the dispute should not be about the respect for the voices of ‘other women’ 
with an indirect reference to their freedom of choice. The dispute should be over 
how to respect these voices in representing fragmented choices, partial interests and 
subversions which are always and inevitably contaminated by compliance.
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[chapter six]
Trying to be a vulnerable observer: 
Matters of agency, solidarity 
and hospitality in feminist ethnography 98
A few years ago, I was asked by a friend whether or not I was proud of the achievements  
of Rita Verdonk, a female Dutch right-wing politician and former Integration and 
Foreign Affairs minister. She was a much-discussed politician and became known  
as ‘Iron Rita’ because of her ‘macho’ style in addressing political issues. She claimed 
that she was unafraid of taking unpopular decisions and portrayed herself as 
straightforward, harsh but fair, and goal oriented. She was often compared to the 
former UK prime minister, Margaret Thatcher.
I found this question to be confronting and interesting, because it triggered 
in me the dilemmas of feminist solidarity and the kind of resistance and change 
envisioned by feminist theory that I encountered as a researcher in my work on female 
Mexican politicians. It was particularly relevant to the aspects of my research that 
focused on conservative right-wing female politicians.99 Furthermore, the question 
suggested the possibility of conservative women successfully attempting to resist 
patriarchy in a predominantly masculine domain like politics. At the time this question 
was put to me, rather casually at a party, Rita Verdonk was being very successful in 
founding her own political and rather xenophobic movement, which was growing 
steadily.100
I do not remember the precise words of the question. However, it was framed 
in such a way that it was clear that the person asking it was curious to know what 
my thoughts were as an academic and feminist about Verdonk’s success as a woman 
operating in politics who was creating a new movement, regardless of its views or  
her political vision. Wasn’t I, in that respect, proud of her as a (fellow) woman?  
This puzzled me: not because I doubted for a moment my profound disagreement with 
her right-wing politics and xenophobic ideas, and not because the question suggested 
that I was supposed to feel solidarity for any woman simply on the basis of also being 
female. Instead, this question went deeper for me; it relates to well-known dilemmas 
on the possibilities and impossibilities of feminist solidarity, and to feminism(s) as a 
political project(s) that has become increasingly challenging after the deconstruction 
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of the subject of enlightenment and the coherence of women as a category (see, among 
others, Brown, 2005; Marchand & Parpart, 1995; Mohanty, 1991, 2003; Schrijvers, 1991; 
Stacey, 1991; Trinh, 1989).
As a consequence, this tied right in to the dilemma I was experiencing, 
originating in, on the one hand, wanting to be a feminist researcher, politically 
left-wing oriented and in search of a basis of solidarity with women in a different 
cultural context, and on the other studying right-wing conservative elite women who 
often seem to embrace, instead of challenge, hegemonic gender codes in the way 
I understand to be part of feminist struggles. On a more general level, it triggered 
questions such as: how can research on conservative women be simultaneously critical 
and feminist, and respectful to the voices (Berger & Patai, 1991; Wasserfall, 1993), 
choices and agency of these women? What is, consequently, the feminist basis of 
my relationship as a researcher with these women? How does this in turn inform my 
knowledge production?
As part of a research project into the representation and self-representation of 
Mexican women participating in politics from 1989 to 2013, I followed several women 
belonging to the right-wing party Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) over several years. 
Following Stanley and Wise’s (Stanley & Wise, 2000) view that knowledge cannot be 
presented as separate from the process through which it was made, in this article  
I want to investigate the problematic character of this research relationship and these 
dilemmas by analyzing in a self-reflexive manner the research encounter with one of 
these right-wing, female Mexican politicians. In doing so, I will unravel the situated 
nature of this process and my Western foundations of agency (Mahmood, 2001, 2005) 
that initially colored this encounter and my analysis of the political subjectivity of 
this woman, who I will call Marina. This takes me on a reflexive journey, leading me 
questioning and further scrutinizing the research encounter itself, and exploring the 
possibilities of being a vulnerable observer (Behar, 1996) and avenues for hospitality 
(Derrida, 1998) and feminist solidarity.
In this journey, I will make intelligible how a process of text analysis, in 
combination with confronting my vulnerability and emotional engagement with the 
research subject, led me to a different understanding of Marina’s agency, eventually 
discovering that, despite our many differences, a common ground could be found  
in her specific way of reworking dominant discourses and rattling the cages of gender 
stereotypes. I will argue that in offering Marina hospitality, and in making an effort  
to reconcile the ethics of unconditional, infinite and conditional finite hospitality,  
as Derrida suggests, vulnerability becomes an asset instead of a threat and a problem. 
Text-analysis, which requires a certain amount of self-reflexivity, offers an avenue  
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for this reconciliation, thus giving room to an understanding of the mutual dynamics 
of agency between the researcher and the researched that feminist ethnography might 
aspire to. I will, however, first start by introducing the protagonist of this article, 
Marina, and the dilemmas I encountered in my research relationship with her.
M e e t i n g  M a r i n a
In 1989, I was invited to a round-table discussion on women in politics organized by 
‘el Nacional’, a national Mexican newspaper. There, I met Marina, an up-and-coming 
young politician for the right-wing party the PAN.101 The journalist who organized  
the meeting opened the discussion by asking why women’s political participation  
in Mexico seemed to be lagging behind in comparison with the rest of Latin America, 
where women had often been granted their political rights to vote and run for 
parliament earlier (it took until 1953 before women could vote and be elected in 
Mexico). He wanted to know if this had anything to do with the conservatism in voting 
behavior often ascribed to women.
Meanwhile, the two other participants (a female Partido Revolucionario 
Institutional, PRI, politician and the female head of the National University Trade 
Union) tried to counter this idea of alleged conservatism among female voters, with 
Marina engaging in quite a different and rather conservative discourse on this issue:
 I think that if women are going to do things wrong, the same ways that men 
do, I honestly feel they should stay at home. It’s important to distinguish the 
following: evolution consists of maintaining what’s worthwhile and changing 
what’s inherited, without questioning its value. It’s impossible to think of 
progress while ignoring the very essence of being a woman, her motherhood.
This was the start of a long-lasting, but also problematic, research relationship.  
I have followed Marina over the years until 2013 as part of a research project into  
gender and political representation and political subjectivity in Mexico. In the course 
of my research, I interviewed different women at the two ends of the political spectrum 
and in between: both right- and left-wing and what is considered to be more or less 
in the center. Of course, these women varied enormously in their motivations for 
participating in politics, their political sympathies and their personal struggles.  
I could identify more easily with some of them than with others in terms of their  
ways of conducting politics. In particular, it was the women with a conservative 
signature who belonged to PAN that I initially had the most problems with. How  
could I feel solidarity and empathy for women who apparently vigorously embraced 
such traditional representations of femininity, which in turn represented the dominant 
power relationships? (see also Wasserfall, 1993).
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 I am not alone in this dilemma. Margaret Power, for example, argues that the 
anti-Allende women’s movement in Chile was long understudied and overlooked 
because:
 (…) many scholars are reluctant to study people with whom they disagree; 
instead they prefer to conduct research on women who more closely share their 
own values or represent models they believe worthy of emulation. Additionally, 
scholars generally have believed that the Catholic Church, the conservative 
parties or their husbands dictated right-wing women’s political choices (Power, 
2004, p. 138).
The consequence of this is running the risk of depicting conservative women as cultural 
dupes or mere pawns in a male dominated political game (Bacchetta & Power, 2002; 
Bedi, 2006; Power, 2004, pp. 138-139).
Something of the sort also happened to me. Marina was, at the time of our 
first acquaintance in 1989, an MP102 and later became a senator for PAN. To me, she 
stood out as an archetypical figure of female conservatism, with initial impressions 
suggesting that she complied with the dominant discourse of her party. During that first 
acquaintance, however, and despite the fact that she was an ambitious woman who, 
in an earlier role as head of the women’s section of her party rallied for more women 
to participate in politics, she considered motherhood to be the essence of femininity. 
Moreover, she regarded this as the ground upon which women’s participation in politics 
could imply the cleansing of an amoral and corrupt political world in which, up to 
then, the PRI had been the ruling party for over 70 years and had become known as an 
enlightened one-party dictatorship and infamous for its electoral fraud, corporatism, 
populism, authoritarianism and personalism. In an interview with me,103 Marina stated: 
‘Women are sounder than men, have a clearer notion of purity and honesty and are 
therefore more difficult to corrupt, compared to men (…). They bring something clean 
and fresh to politics.’
Although she was at the time a single woman with no children who lived 
alone, she claimed (and still does) that it is ‘impossible to think of progress while 
ignoring the very essence of being a woman, her motherhood.’ In advocating this 
ideal of motherhood, she also repeated the dominant discourse of her party, which 
was characterized by a non-negotiable stance against the legislation of abortion while 
developing a strategy to attract women and enroll them as active members in the party 
through the politicization of the bourgeois ideals of the family. In contrast to the PRI, 
PAN presented its politics at the time as being close to the private and domestic sphere, 
whereas, for the PRI, the politics of private life was displaced by public issues (see 
Barrera, 1994, p. 89; Massolo, 1994; Venegas, 1994).
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In my eyes, Marina was a champion in advocating the traditional ideal of 
motherhood as a basis for women’s participation in politics. In doing so, she was 
repeating a very well-known rhetorical trope that ascribes the private and domestic 
realm and the inner world to women, and the outside, public and political world to 
men. It was the repetition of this traditional trope within the gender repertoire that 
seamlessly fit the bourgeois ideal of her party, and almost made me regard her as a 
cultural dupe in the sense that she did not display, at least to my eyes, any obvious 
resistance to it. In other words, she did not fit my feminist theoretical outlook on the 
world. Notwithstanding the fact that I considered every actor to be bestowed with 
agency, I could not decipher Marina’s, which led to a tendency to negate her and push 
her to the outskirts of my research, not knowing what to do with her and how to deal 
with her life story.
It was only afterwards, when I got back from my first period of fieldwork in 
1990, that this relationship slowly started to change. It was because of a suggestion 
made by Kathy Davis within the setting of a course on ‘gender analysis in practice’  
that I brought Marina to the center of the analytical platform of the research. Noting 
that the issues, cases or people that irritate us the most are often left out or driven 
into the margins of studies (as they do not seem to fit within the overall theoretical 
framework of the research), Davis suggested that these are often the cases, issues or 
people we can learn the most from. This generated a two-way but integrated process.  
In particular, Simultaneously, it triggered the need in me to investigate my own moral 
and theoretical judgments.
Stanley and Wise ‘don’t agree that feminist knowledge should – even if it 
could – be produced in ways that are separated from values, feelings and a point of 
view.’ (2000, p. 271). I agree with them, and consequently felt that I had to scrutinize 
the motives that informed my understanding of feminist theory and, as such, in turn 
informed the knowledge production involved. For that I had to go back to the start  
of my research project. In what follows, I will first contextualize my understanding  
of feminist theory, and the drives that fed this understanding, before turning to what 
the process of the text-analysis of Marina’s narratives brought to the fore.
S i t u a t e d  i n  D u t c h  a c a d e m i a
I started this project at the end of the 1980s, when research among middle and upper-
class women, as most political women were, was not very popular, at least not within 
the academic circles and institute I was a part of. Critiques were leveled at me in my 
immediate academic surroundings that research into the political participation of 
women in formal politics in Mexico, in particular at the level of the parliament and 
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senate, could not be a topic for feminist research since it dealt with elite women and, 
therefore, women of power. At the same time, the commission (all men) that issued 
the funding for the research apparently considered me to be either too feminist or 
too left-wing, as their main concern appeared to be whether I possessed enough pearl 
necklaces which, according to their perspective, I would need to be able to carry out 
such an investigation.104 I have to admit that, at the time, these comments stung and 
bothered me as I strived to conduct feminist academic research. Indeed, the criticisms 
affected me all the more because I am white and, as an academic, a privileged woman. 
Since that time, these critiques have directed my internal argumentative positioning 
(Billig, 1991), albeit often unconsciously, under my skin as it were, becoming my alter 
against which my ego was constantly arguing.
Both the critiques and my reaction to them have to be placed in that period and 
the anthropological, feminist debates, including debates on gender and development, 
of the time. Studying and working at a department where Marxist theory had a major 
impact, and development issues were treated as an integral part of the subject of 
the study of anthropology, these debates formed me as a scholar. To more Marxist-
oriented feminist scholars, it was clear that solidarity should be invested in designated 
oppressed groups, and research should be modeled to their interests, which made me 
all the more receptive to the criticism directed at my research project. The adagio of 
those days, which I embraced, namely that the personal is political and the political 
theoretical (Okely & Callaway, 1992, p. 9), made it more difficult to distance myself 
from my research project. Moreover, with hindsight, this adagio helps to make 
intelligible the notion that research on elite women positioned both the research and 
the researcher behind it. At the same time, the influence of post-modernism and post-
colonialism made itself known within both feminist anthropology and ‘development’ 
studies. These influences were accompanied by a shift in thinking: from women as 
a category of analysis to gender as a category of analysis. This came in parallel with 
a shift from an instrumental (negative) conceptualization of power to a productive 
(positive) version thereof, as inspired by Foucault.105 This paradigm shift did not 
develop seamlessly. Discussions moved, and still move, on a continuum between more 
positivist and postmodern stands. These new insights needed time to conquer steady 
ground and often figured next to, or in combination with, ideas on women and power 
that still divided the world into neat groups of either perpetrators or victims of sexist, 
capitalist or other forms oppression (see also Davids & Van Driel, 2009).
Under the influence of these debates, my insights into the loci of oppression 
were slowly shifting from a more Marxist-oriented vision on power to a Foucauldian 
one. I became increasingly convinced that feminist research should include the study  
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of the mechanisms of gender and gender-related power mechanisms, which could  
and should also be researched among the elite. Conceptualizing power as a disciplining 
force that works in and through subjects convinced me that these mechanisms 
could also be studied among elites, even if they were positioned differently in and 
by dominant discourses (see also Schrijvers, 1991). This shift supported my original 
motivation and persistence in wanting to study women who participated in national 
politics. It also made me stick to my original plan and research design instead of 
abandoning the subject altogether.
Although I regarded elite women who were trying to enter the male bastion 
of politics as being subject to disciplining mechanisms, I still struggled with how to 
deal with feminist solidarity. In particular, also encouraged by the critiques I received, 
I struggled with how to shape this solidarity in my research. The heritage of Marxist 
theory had not left my system completely, and my sympathy and solidarity were (and 
still are) aimed at the subaltern, which made me even more receptive to the idea of 
conducting elitist (and thus not feminist) research.
The question of how to shape my research according to feminist perspectives and 
solidarity was further spurred on by the ongoing debates within feminist ethnography 
on responsible knowledge production. These debates dealt with deconstructing the 
positivist claim of objective knowledge production and the corresponding hierarchical 
division between observers and the observed. This approach claims that knowledge is 
situated and the research process intersubjective (Davids & Willemse, 1999; Haraway, 
1988). Accordingly, inspired by the literary turn within anthropology, in which feminism 
played a significant but often un(der)acknowledged role (see for example Behar, 
1993, pp. 308-309; Bell et al., 1993, pp. 3-11; Leonardo di, 1991; Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, 
& Cohen, 1989; Nencel & Pels, 1991, pp. 15-19), experiments with genres, dialogical 
methods, (self-)reflexivity, polyphony and narratives were undertaken (see Behar & 
Gordon, 1995; Schrijvers, 1993). In trying to live up to a responsible feminist style of 
conducting research and writing, in which the participation, knowledge and voices  
of others are respected and acknowledged as partners in a dialog, I aimed to combine 
critical reflection with an empathetic style of carrying out research (see also Berger  
& Patai, 1991; Personal Narratives Group, 1989).
As a result, without being particularly conscious of it, I translated these ideals, 
goals and critiques into a need to search for some signs of resistance in the women  
I dealt with. I had an ever present, but latent, wish to discover in every woman some 
sign of resistance, an imprint of, however deeply buried under layers of everyday 
concerns and compromises, a rebellious spirit of resisting the status quo or at least 
part of it. On reflection, my search for this spirit emanated from the idea that the 
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manifestation of any kind of resistance against the status quo, with its corresponding 
patriarchal relationships, could and would justify conducting research among elites  
and was worthy of investing feminist solidarity.
These desires and thoughts had a decisive impact on my academic ‘mentality’ of 
doing research. One could argue that it became a personal governmentality with which 
I conducted research. In a Foucauldian sense, governmentality can be understood as 
those mentalities with which we govern ourselves into being moral agents (Foucault, 
1991). People discipline and construct themselves as moral agents with the guidance of 
mentalities that are informed by knowledge and belief systems. These mentalities and 
systems direct agents to act according to what is considered to be righteous and normal 
within specific contexts. The way in which we are governed and govern is therefore 
not only tied to the administration or the political structures of the nation-state; there 
are many more aspects of life through which the behavior of individuals, groups or 
states is directed. Government as a disciplinary power that goes beyond sovereignty is 
concerned with the construction of ourselves as moral agents, and involves practices 
that shape our choices, desires, aspirations, needs, wants, and lifestyles, and eventually 
our subjectivities (Dean, 2010; Hunt & Wickham, 1994; Larner & Walters, 2004).
The governmentality directing my research conduct, as a kind of hidden 
administrator, might be described as what Cornwall et al. have labeled as the feminist 
myth of female solidarity and female autonomy, to which feminist academics can 
be particularly attached. I might have stepped (with open eyes) into the trap of this 
myth, which is described by these authors as the will to all too easily read a kind of 
resistance into all kinds of women’s actions and strategies (Cornwall et al., 2007; see 
also Mohanty, 2003; Moore, 1988). Consequently, the opposite, namely detecting a 
lack of resistance, can lead to women being depicted as cultural dupes or mere pawns 
in the male-dominated political game. The filter of fearing not being able to conduct 
feminist research among elite women eventually trapped me in a dichotomous and, 
as Mahmood (2001) puts it, liberal and Western conceptualization of agency: either 
resisting or upholding the norm while referring to individual liberty as the political 
ideal.
R e p e t i t i o n  a n d  s u b v e r s i o n  i n  a g e n cy
It was only through the process of text-analysis, namely a close reading of Marina’s 
texts and close listening, that I not only discovered the multilayeredness of her words 
in the sense of their content and what she said, but also how she said it. This is how 
cultural patterns were encoded in the structure of her text (Meijer, 1996). I discovered 
that, consciously or unconsciously, in repeating these patterns Marina did more than 
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just repeating them (Butler, 1990). By analyzing her text in this way, I was able to 
see that Marina seemed at first sight to be advocating an essentialist and biological 
determinist notion of femininity. However, when listening more closely, this notion 
was actually carefully constructed as a political and moral notion that enabled her to 
enter the political domain without jeopardizing her femininity or decency. In stretching 
the meaning of motherhood from a biological to a moral and political version, she 
successfully rattled the cages of the dichotomies that are aimed at capturing femininity 
and masculinity in the domains of the private versus the public, suggesting a logic of 
exclusion.
Marina’s subversion did not exist because of a straightforward resistance to 
these gender norms, but arose out of undermining, consciously or not, the dichotomy 
that suggests that there would only be one world open to her, thus creating room to 
maneuver within the borders of these norms. Her agency manifested itself as a force 
that simultaneously repeated and complied with certain gender stereotypes, as well  
as partly subverting them (for a detailed analysis of Mariana’s text, see Davids, 2011).  
As a consequence, agency could be found as much in the work Marina put in to 
upholding the norm and ‘fitting the discourse’ as she did in resisting it.
As Mahmood (2005, p. 167) states, capacities like endurance, survival, suffering 
and persistence are often considered to be the opposite of agency. Of course, Marina 
did possess agency, but I had not been able to see it because I had not considered it to 
be part of her survival strategies. Although I thought I was critical of the enlightenment 
notion of an autonomous subject, I discovered that I still, albeit unconsciously, 
repeated a Western-based understanding of agency; I recognized it only as a force 
against the ruling norm, capturing it in a dichotomy of compliance versus resistance 
that indirectly presupposes the existence of free will outside and prior to discourse.
What I neglected was not only the repeating force of discourse and language 
itself, but even more so the agency, effort, energy and force invested in suiting, 
surviving, repeating and, albeit perhaps not in a totalitarian way, living the dominant 
discourse. Without this necessary signifying being a cultural dupe, as far as this at 
all exists. In reproducing certain gender stereotypes, Marina also questioned others, 
not so much out of a feminist or revolutionary ideal, but as part of a strategy to build 
a political career and in constructing subjectivity as a female politician. Moreover, 
implying the possibility of total compliance with the dominant discourse would suggest 
that those closer to the centers of (decision-making) power, such as female politicians, 
would not have to struggle over the content of dominant discourses, nor display any 
disjuncture with it.
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Consequently, what I had failed to see was that any woman entering a public and 
masculine domain such as the political arena evokes a fear of compromising women’s 
sexual integrity (Goetz, 2007). She is therefore confronted with gender stereotypes 
and, as such, challenges these by merely entering the domain, perhaps not totally 
and not in a revolutionary way, but in a more ordinary, everyday life struggle kind of 
manner, in which any woman entering the public domain has to work her way through 
these stereotypes, creating her own room to maneuver. This is why Marina legitimized 
and normalized this not so self-evident participation in politics by making this appeal 
on motherhood: on the one hand: ‘I do what I want’ (making her dreams as a young 
ambitious politician come true) while, on the other, simultaneously: ‘I am a good girl;  
I do fit in exactly with the dominant right-wing moral, look how I uphold these right-
wing values.’ Agency could consequently be found as much in the work Marina  
had to put in to upholding the norm and ‘fitting the discourse’ as in the effort she had 
to make to subvert it. Of course, Marina did possess agency; it was just that I had not 
been able to see it (see also Davids, 2011).
F r o m  r e s e n t m e n t  t o  v u l n e r a b i l i t y
Marina’s agency presented itself as an ‘act of speech’ and performance (Butler, 1997) 
that I was able to witness in her narrative only through critical ‘text in context’ analysis 
(see also Willemse, 2007); that is to say, by analyzing the layeredness in the structure of 
Marina’s text in relation to the surrounding context discourses. Witnessing her agency 
in this way allowed me to find common ground with someone whose political opinions 
I rejected and did not want to legitimize, but whose struggle I now wanted to make 
intelligible.
Although described here in this article as separate, the text analysis went 
hand in hand with reflecting upon my own presuppositions. A text analysis offers 
specific standardized methods and techniques to grapple with texts (see, for instance, 
Fairclough, 2007), but these techniques also build upon and require a constant 
awareness of one’s own framework of reference and understanding of the context. 
This entails a continuous dynamic of interpretation, shifting from text to context and 
moving between and in different worlds. In my case, these worlds were Mexican, as 
well as the international academic world of theory-building and both institutional and 
personal Dutch worlds. In short, self-reflexivity of some sort is built into the process  
of text analysis, depending on the author for the form that this takes.
For me, this process also meant making myself vulnerable in the way that Behar 
(1996, p. 14) uses this term, namely to give evidence of my emotional involvement 
with the research subject. With the concept of vulnerability, Behar explores different 
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forms of engagement in what Geertz (1995) has called becoming enmeshed in another 
culture (Behar, 1996, p. 5). With this term, Behar wants to bear witness and strives for 
acknowledgement of the emotional involvement of the anthropologist/researcher 
with their research subjects. Many researchers, anthropologists, feminists and others 
have acknowledged the influence of the subjectivity of the researcher on the process 
of knowledge production (see among others Berger & Patai, 1991; Haraway, 1988; 
Lamphere, 2003; Nencel & Pels, 1991; Schrijvers, 1993; Stanley & Wise, 2000; Willemse, 
2007).
The ways of dealing with this subjectivity vary widely, and the value of self-
reflexivity in managing it, and eventually writing oneself into the academic text, is 
debated and contested (for instance, see Davids & Willemse, 1999; Kobayashi, 2003; 
Pillow, 2003). For instance, Patai (1994), although acknowledging the subjective 
relationship between researchers and the researched, considers self-reflexivity to be 
self-indulgent. However, acknowledging the subjective nature of social knowledge  
does not make self-reflexivity an end in itself, meaning putting your all into the 
academic work; or signify a call for solipsism. Instead, as Behar states:
 That doesn’t require a full length autobiography, but it does require a keen 
understanding of what aspects of the self are the most important ﬁlters through 
which one perceives the world and more particularly, the topic being studied 
(Behar, 1996, p. 13, cursive by author).
As Behar describes it, this meant that as a Cuban, Jewish and American woman, 
she needed to better connect her own profound sense of displacement with the 
professional rituals of displacement that are at the heart of anthropology (Behar, 1996, 
p. 21). My filter was a concern with not being feminist enough in studying elite women. 
In particular, I feared that they would only embrace dominant gender codes and would 
not show any form of resistance to patriarchal relationships, implying that I would 
actually find little ground for a feminist research project.
Meeting Marina, and discovering her agency and struggle, took time, patience 
and effort, but, perhaps more importantly, also involved a certain anxiety. This anxiety 
was caused by opening up and, in that sense, letting go of having total control of 
the objectifying gaze and instead becoming sensitive to the unspoken and unheard 
dimensions of the story of the other (in this particular case Marina), but also of oneself.
Making myself vulnerable meant needing to (re-)connect the personal drive and 
urge I felt to find resistance among women to the fear of not being feminist enough,  
or being labeled as such, and relating this to feminist theory and its political project.  
In making myself vulnerable in a positive way, as in being self-reflexive about my 
emotional involvement, I discovered that I had felt vulnerable in a negative way within 
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academia. Looking at this with hindsight, the way in which I had struggled with  
this vulnerability, and the way in which this crept into my analysis, caused me to 
marginalize Marina within the realm of my research project, as I had pushed her  
to the margins of my study, objectifying and marginalizing her.
The process of critical text analysis forced me to reflect upon my own 
presuppositions, and made this inter-subjective research relationship intelligible.  
What I discovered through this process of reflection and text analysis was that I, despite 
all postmodern influences, still half-heartedly depended on an idea of these women as 
autonomous individuals, possessing a free will. I had to acknowledge that the paradigm 
shift I witnessed evolving was not only an objectified theoretical and analytical process 
detached from myself as a person, but was part of my daily reality and personal struggle 
to understand the world. Fearing that elite women would only embrace dominant 
gender codes prevented me from not only finding common ground for a feminist 
research project, but also from finding common ground with a woman like Marina.
F r o m  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a s  a  p r o b l e m  to  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a s  a n  a s s e t
Facing the fear described above, letting go of resentment and being open to and willing 
to discover common ground with Marina, despite our differences, felt very uneasy, 
unsafe and even risky in a number of different ways. Risky in this context meant letting 
go of total control and having to engage with someone I did not feel much empathy 
for and with whose political persuasion I did not want to be associated. But risky also 
meant acknowledging this kind of situatedness in my scientific work and eventually 
displaying it in publications, thus making myself vulnerable. As Behar states: ‘Science 
should make it possible for the unspeakable to be spoken and open borders previously 
closed, there are risks in exposing oneself in an academy that continues to feel 
ambivalent about observers who forsake the mantle of omniscience.’ (Behar, 1996, p. 12).
This kind of opening up, and the risks it involves, seems comparable to the 
risks Derrida (1998) implies in his understanding of hospitality, which is understood 
in the broad sense of opening up one’s home to (unknown) guests as well as with 
respect to the nation opening itself up to immigrants. Derrida distinguishes an ethic 
of unconditional and infinite hospitality and a politics of conditional finite hospitality. 
One should not choose between the two, but should instead make an effort to, at least 
in thought, reconcile these two avenues of hospitality (see also Pisters, 2007; Rosello, 
2001). Derrida applies this perspective in the first instance to the politics of nation 
states and the way in which the politics of conditional finite hospitality is organized  
in relation to migrants, refugees and strangers in general (Derrida, 1998).
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Although hospitality may not always be formulated and studied in those terms, 
it is intrinsic to the core business of the anthropological and ethnographic enterprise. 
As Candea and Da Col write: ‘the ethics of hospitality are at the core of ethnographic 
knowledge-making, as anthropologists first play guest then host to the worlds of their 
“informants”, acting as custodians of their stories and memories.’ (Candea & Da Col, 
2012a, p. Siv). This raises the question of what kinds of custodian anthropologists are, 
and, more particularly, what practices of hospitality are put into practice in playing host 
to the world of their informants. At the same time, ethnographic and anthropological 
studies reveal that rites of hospitality function in order to deal with and control alterity 
and strangeness (see, among others Herzfeld, 1987; Sherry Ortner, 1978; Rozakou, 2012; 
Sahlins, 2009). Moreover, they often symbolically place the host in a hierarchically 
superior position and the guest in moral debt and an inferior position (Herzfeld, 1993; 
Rozakou, 2012).
These findings concern societies under study and cannot directly be projected 
onto the ethnographic endeavor itself. However, the ethics of the hospitality of the 
ethnographic practice, and corresponding knowledge production and representation, 
do not totally escape also being, in part, a practice of regulating, controlling 
and disciplining alterity. I think it is safe to say that we can recognize in different 
methodological procedures and theoretical approaches the finite politics of the 
conditional hospitality of regulating and disciplining alterity in the scientific and, 
eventually, objectifying gaze. As Candea and Da Col write:
 Anthropologists as writers, ‘back home’, become the hosts and custodians 
of their informants’ memories, arranging, organizing, and enveloping the 
ethnography within an argument, rebuilding the concepts and debates of  
the discipline to ﬁnd a home for the lives and concerns of erstwhile hosts  
(Candea & Da Col, 2012b, p. S16).
This may be compared to opening the door to our home only to strangers who are 
innocent and harmless, or to building/finding them houses (far away from our own) 
that make them harmless, thus controlling or avoiding risk. Unconditional hospitality, 
then, would mean opening the door and taking that risk, thereby making ourselves 
vulnerable.
In my case, encountering this risk by opening the door for Marina, instead of 
pushing her away or emphasizing the differences between us (as I also tend to do with 
a woman like Rita Verdonk), meant acknowledging the possibility of the relatedness 
I dreaded might exist, and which I preferred not to acknowledge. Despite our many 
differences, I developed empathy for Marina’s specific way of reworking dominant 
discourses and rattling the cages of gender stereotypes. I came to understand that 
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it was precisely her questioning and challenging of these stereotypes that formed 
a commonality within, and through, (our) differences. Involving this risk, then, in 
offering Marina hospitality, in confronting my own vulnerability, and recognizing  
her vulnerability as a consequence of our inter-subjective research relationship,  
meant that vulnerability became an asset instead of a threat and a problem.
What helped in this process, and in due course, was that this happened over  
a period in which I became a mother and lost some of my resentment of motherhood 
as being foremost traditional and conservative. But what helped even more was the 
encouragement I found in feminist examples of self-reflexivity, such as that of Behar. 
Daring to engage in such risks and to express such inter-subjectivity to get to know 
the other in relation to the self ‘while resisting the objectification as other’, as Patricia 
Collins put it into words, asks for ‘safe places’ (Collins, 2002; see also Ghorashi, 2010; 
Ghorashi, 2014). Such a space has to provide ‘a balance between difference  
and sameness in order to reach our goals of empowerment across cultures, races, and 
ethnicities’ (Ghorashi, 2010, p. 90). This would imply, in my view, overcoming the idea 
of emotions and intellect as two mutually exclusive faculties (see also Collins, 2002). 
The academic and analytical platform of feminist ethnography can function as such  
a safe place, a place that provides room for understanding the mutual dynamics  
of agency, both that of ‘others’ as well as that of ‘selves’.
As stated above, the opinions on how to deal with self-reflexivity and writing 
oneself into academic text vary widely within feminist theory and ethnography (see also 
Nencel, 2014). Self-reflexivity is by no means an easy way of breaking down hierarchical 
research relationships, or even antagonistic relationships between researchers and the 
researched (see also Wasserfall, 1993). It does, however, represent a necessary attempt 
at a different mode of knowledge production that recognizes the situatedness of 
research, despite the many differences among its debaters. The home we build for  
our research subjects in feminist ethnography should therefore be a hospitable, 
reflexive and safe home, as intersubjective knowledge production not only entails 
relations in the field, but is also multidimensional and continues after fieldwork, 
embracing analytical and representation processes.
F r o m  s o l i d a r i t y  t o  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a n d  h o s p i t a l i t y ?
In looking back and summarizing what has been stated herein, at the start of my 
research project I felt vulnerable and the object of a certain feminist gaze. In the 
same way, I objectified Marina, marginalizing her and rendering her vulnerable within 
the context of my research. Confronting this fear of vulnerability and engaging in 
the risk of being unconditionally hospitable turned out to be productive, changing 
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vulnerability from a fear and a risk into an inspiration and an asset. This engagement 
with vulnerability and risk asks for safe places in which such fear and vulnerability can 
be discussed, acknowledged and encouraged. Feminist ethnography can be such a safe 
place, where the dynamics of mutual agency between researcher and researched can be 
analyzed and strategized.
The unconventional avenue of hospitality then invites us to reflect on and explore the 
emotional and political engagements involved in hosting ‘the other’. I was able to give 
empathy and solidarity a place in my research by taking this multidimensional and 
inter-subjective nature of knowledge production seriously. Self-reflection (without 
becoming solipsism) is therefore, in my opinion, not just another tool, but a necessity 
for understanding this process. For me, taking the situated character of knowledge 
production seriously meant acknowledging and accepting this vulnerability, striving 
for a hospitality that bridges the differences between the self and other, object and 
subject, and researcher and researched, without deserting the critical analytical process 
of research.
Text analysis offered a means, and guaranteed for me this critical analytical 
approach. Indeed, it could be seen as bridging the two ethics of hospitality in 
offering a methodological and analytical toolkit while, at the same time, evoking a 
more unconditional ethic of hospitality: vulnerability. Combining text analyses with 
vulnerability opened up the way to discover common ground with conservative women 
as part of a feminist research project. This common ground (or solidarity if you wish) 
can be found in the academic feminist interest in exploring spaces that the subjects 
at hand have to maneuver. This space can be recognized in the different styles that 
individuals employ to both integrate different subjectivities within and subvert existing 
power hierarchies.
I therefore think the critical feminist research engagement and the reflexivity 
hereupon should involve both emotional as well as intellectual empathy. Meaning 
that reflection is needed on, and responsibility taken for, the emotional processes and 
possible identification, or lack hereof, and any other kind of emotional involvement  
in trying to understand ‘the other’, as well as on the positioning of ‘the self ’ in relation  
‘to the other’.
Coming back to the case that I presented in the Introduction, does this 
mean that I have to display solidarity and emotional empathy with any conservative 
woman like, for instance, Rita Verdonk, regardless of the content of their policies? 
Not necessarily. Of course, there are many differences between a Dutch politician 
like Verdonk and Marina, despite them both being conservative. Furthermore, the 
hospitality I can offer Marina, even if I succeed in letting this be, as far as possible, 
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unconditional, is always partial and temporal. As an anthropologist, I am also very 
differently positioned in relation to Marina in comparison to the position I hold in 
relation to Rita Verdonk as a fellow citizen who is part of the local political debate. 
These different positions, although they can coincide in some cases, come with 
different responsibilities.
Despite these differences, as a feminist, I had comparable feelings of ambiguity 
and resentment in relation to both positions. What I learned in exploring these feelings 
and this comparison between the two stances is that should Rita Verdonk become part 
of my research project, I would be obliged to offer her intellectual empathy in exploring 
her agency and room to maneuver within the dominant gender repertoire, instead of 
positioning her as a cultural dupe or pawn in the male dominated political game.
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[chapter seven]
Concluding reflections
I n t r o d u c t i o n 
With this thesis I set out to make intelligible the way in which different notions of 
motherhood figure as an important representation of gender in constraining and 
enabling women’s political participation in Mexico. From the establishment of the first 
Mother’s Day and struggle of suffrage onwards, the story of women’s participation in 
Mexican politics demonstrates that motherhood possesses a rather viscous historical 
density and endurance. Motherhood surfaces time and again as a decisive identity 
marker to include or exclude women from the political scene, and to eventually 
determine their entrance to the political arena in finally granting them their full civic 
rights. This thesis describes how motherhood has been of great historical importance 
in shaping the dialogue between women and the state, determining the limits between 
how femininity is represented and how femininity is representable, inside and outside 
the realm of politics.
As I stated in the introduction, the image of motherhood tends to surface in 
times of transition or crisis, key moments that are marked by shifts in discourses and 
system changes. This is illustrated in this thesis by taking a closer look at several such 
moments, starting with the first Mother’s Day in 1922. As described in chapter four,  
it became clear from the installation of this first Mother’s Day, but also from the way  
in which later in 1968 Mother’s Day was put to political and strategical use in Tijuana  
by the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional/Institutional Revolutionary Party),  
that the traditional image of the suffering and self-abnegating mother served centrally 
in restoring the moral order. This became in particular clear in the early years after the 
Mexican revolution, when it was issued that women should not take part in political 
decisions but instead should stay home, far away from an immoral masculine political 
world. The articulation of motherhood in public and political discourses at that time,  
in particular surrounding the celebration of motherhood, served to soothe a moral 
panic and project the Mexican revolution foremost as a men’s revolution.  
The articulation of the traditional image of motherhood in these historical instances 
had re-masculinization as its discursive effect. 
The image of motherhood that is ascribed to women as their essential character 
and duty, foregrounding their ‘natural’ role as caretakers and having the best interest  
of the family at heart, with its implicit but intrinsic notion of heteronormativity,  
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is an image that serves well in nationalist discourses and in defining what ‘proper’  
and ‘decent’ femininity should look like. Though it is not possible to describe the 
story of the impact of this image of motherhood in politics as a linear historical 
development, it is a repetitive image, surfacing at different instances and moments 
due to fluctuating political conjunctures and changing situations. The history of the 
struggle for suffrage illustrates how ambiguous this image can be. While different 
groups in favour of the women’s vote argued that women, because of their important 
role as mothers and educators, should have a direct influence on decision making and 
politics, others saw in these same characteristics an argument to withhold the vote for 
women. In particular, women could have obtained the vote in 1939 if only the Congress 
had declared formally that all states had amended the proposal. This declaration, 
however, was withheld out of fear for women’s supposed conservatism, possibly 
leading them to vote for the conservative opponent of the then ruling predecessor  
of the PRI. It becomes clear that this image was co-opted again in that moment by  
the government as the national embodiment of femininity. 
The repetitive surfacing of the image of motherhood as an important and 
at times decisive image in politics, especially notable within the discourse of the 
PAN (Partido Acción Nacional/National Action Party), inspired my central research 
question: how does motherhood figure as a representation of gender in Mexican 
political discourse, and how do women who participate in formal politics, in particular 
those of the PAN, relate to different notions of motherhood? This question led me to 
explore the different connotations attached to motherhood and the way in which these 
connotations are politically manipulated. Furthermore, I investigated how individual 
women participating in politics construct their political subjectivities and belonging  
to the political arena, at different moments and in different contexts in Mexico. 
Through applying a multidimensional gender approach, I studied the 
significance of motherhood for women’s political participation in Mexico, as part of 
a dynamic that connects motherhood as a representation of gender to the agency 
of the individual women participating. This approach made it possible to study 
the importance of motherhood as part of a dynamic that relates the influences of 
discourses and practices at a macro- and international level to the level of national 
and regional politics, and subsequently to the micro-level of individual agency. 
Furthermore, connecting the different dimensions of gender, that is, the symbolic 
dimension of motherhood as a representation that has specific discursive effects,  
to the subject dimension of individual agency, implies a reciprocal analysis between 
individual texts and the context (see also Willemse, 2014). Consequently, it is the 
researcher who engages in analysing and relating the individual texts of the researched 
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to their context, both in the form in which this context appears in this specific texts, 
as well as in the form in which the context appears to the researcher. Through the 
analysis of the researcher, the context of the researched gets connected to the context 
of researcher. In other words, the subjectivity of the researcher gets connected to that 
of the researched, and it is therefore paramount that the researcher reflects on his or 
her subjectivity in relation to how the subjectivity of the researched is analysed and 
represented in the texts of the researcher. 
To capture all these different elements, levels, and perspectives in thesis,  
the results are presented in five chapters that range in focus from the relation between 
globalization, gender, and the importance of motherhood in politics, via the historical 
and actual importance of motherhood at the national, regional, and local level to the 
micro level of one political participant and the reflection on the relation between this 
participant and myself. Each chapter therefore presents a particular perspective on the 
main theme and a partial and fragmented insight into the importance of motherhood  
in Mexican politics. Below I reflect first on the outcome of each chapter, before engaging 
in discussions that connect and transcend the different conclusions of the separate 
chapters. 
O u t c o m e s
From the macro to the micro and back
To further explain and elaborate the multidimensional approach as the basic theoretical 
approach to gender and power in this thesis, in chapter two I address the sub-question 
how can the multidimensional approach to gender help to unravel the problematic link between gender 
and globalization? This chapter shows how the construction of gender can be analysed 
as part of power mechanisms that encompass the discursive elements of gender, such 
as particular representations of motherhood, as well as the agency of actual women. 
This multidimensional approach does not have to be seen as a strict methodological 
formula or protocol, but rather as a way of perceiving, what I have called ‘the gender 
lens’. It functions as a perspective and a way of observing that allows us to analytically 
disentangle the different dimensions of the process of gender construction and thus 
explore simultaneously the importance of certain discourses, in this case, those on 
motherhood, and the individual room to manoeuvre of women and men in relation  
to these discourses. The room women have to manoeuvre in order to participate within 
the given limits in politics depends on the particular regime, time, and context, and  
not least on the women themselves.
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The gender lens helped make intelligible how discourses figure and are informed 
at the global-local nexus. Representations as part of the symbolic dimensions of gender 
are not only locally informed but are both locally inspired, as well as internationally 
and globally, as coined by Robertson (1992) with the term glocalization, meaning the 
simultaneous presence of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies. This 
becomes particular clear when taking a closer look at how motherhood is given its 
significance as part of a mixture of international, global, and local tendencies of 
democratization and modernization. What becomes clear is that motherhood as a 
representation of gender also functions as a border marker, important in fixing the 
global flow in defining the particular and the international and global. Motherhood 
then stands for safeguarding the particular and tradition, the Mexicanidad (Mexicanness), 
while at the same time it can be connected with working mothers, professional 
mothers, and political mothers, and in that sense stretch its more traditional 
meaning into a more modern one. The image of motherhood thus can be articulated 
simultaneously as modern and traditional. 
Motherhood tends to surface or dominate as part of modernization and 
democratization processes that might endanger men’s traditional image as protectors 
and providers, for example because women enter the political realm or the labour 
force. These moments or periods mark modernization for its destabilizing or 
restructuring effect on the public-private divide, and therefore turn into moments of 
contesting or threatening (traditional and dominant) images of masculinity, eventually 
requiring its re-establishment (see also Chant & Gutmann, 2002; Charlton & Everett, 
1989; Gutmann, 2006; Willemse, 2005). Re-masculinization, thus, is aimed at to restore 
an order under threat. 
The way in which the image of motherhood scores its discursive effect in politics 
and connects Mexico via a shared gender repertoire to the modernization processes  
of other Latin American countries becomes further clarified in chapter three. In this 
chapter the analysis of chapter two is further elaborated at the level of Mexico’s 
national politics and the region of Latin America. In chapter three, I take up the sub-
question how is the cultural repertoire on motherhood entangled with Mexico’s national political 
modernization and democratization project? 
In this chapter different moments are detected that are significant as 
momentums of transition, modernization, and democratization in relation to the 
political manipulation of motherhood. The first concerns the struggle for suffrage. 
What we see happening during the struggle for suffrage is that different connotations 
are ascribed to motherhood by different groups at different moments. Women 
as mothers can be considered as morally pure and of high standing, which can 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 161
Concluding reflections  |  139138  |  chapter seven   
consequently be articulated as a plea for their conservatism as well as a plea for their 
possible and needed cleansing effect on the world of politics. Motherhood can thus  
be articulated and associated with emancipation, political participation, and feminism  
as well as with conservatism and being confined to the private sphere of the home.  
It is this ambiguity that makes motherhood a rather deceitful image if considered  
in terms of a possible power base for women to participate in politics, as some of  
the literature suggests (see for instance Chaney, 1979, 1998). 
Because it is such a complex and ambiguous image, motherhood cannot be 
taken lightly to signify power for women since it is subject to being articulated as  
an inclusive as well as exclusive image. Inclusive and exclusive are meant here in  
more than one way, both in the sense of political participation but also in the sense  
of excluding women who are not mothers, who do not aspire to be mothers, or who 
are lesbian mothers, contesting the heteronormativity in the articulation of traditional 
motherhood. Motherhood therefore must not be seen as an essential characteristic  
that every woman can dispose of to her own liking, but rather as a construct that can  
be attributed different connotations in different political context and circumstances, 
with different outcomes.
Moreover, as described in chapter three, the way in which the image of 
motherhood is tied to processes of in- and exclusion of women from the political 
arena is not unique to Mexico, but is part of the gender repertoire that Mexico shares 
with other Latin American countries. The way in which democratization, as part of 
modernization in Mexico and Latin America, hinges on the image of motherhood, 
makes intelligible how processes of globalization are not simply about the spread  
of ‘Western’ or ‘European’ modernization, but are multiple and parallel processes.  
This parallelism also encompasses the way in which the gender repertoire of 
motherhood comes to the rescue when the need is felt to (re-)define national identity 
or to inspire resistance to authoritarian regimes. 
The regime of Salinas de Gortari (PRI, 1988-1994) marks another period of 
transition and modernization. As described in the chapter three, it was also a time 
characterized by a growing opposition against the PRI. One of Salinas’s opponents 
as candidate for presidency from the left was Rosario Ibarra de la Piedra from the 
Revolutionary Labour Party (PRT Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores), who 
politicized her identity as a suffering mother, a mother on the search for truth and 
justice, on the search for her disappeared son. Ibarra appeals in the same way as do for 
instance the mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentine, using the gender repertoire on 
motherhood that acknowledges motherhood as essential and that consequently cannot 
allow women to be denied access to their children or the right to know where they are 
and what happened to them. 
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On the right-wing side, Manuel Clouthier was the PAN candidate for the 
presidency. Clouthier was rather successful in inspiring women to participate and 
become active in politics by appealing to their role as mothers and housewives, an 
identity that once politicized proved to be a great mobilizing force. The PAN projected 
a bourgeois family ideal that defined women foremost as mothers. Mothers could do 
politics from within the household, could become professionals and politicians, as 
long as they did not forget their main essence of being a mother. The PAN has a firm 
stance against the legalization of abortion, which implies that motherhood is not so 
much a choice but a biological given. The meanings attached to this biological given 
nevertheless can be stretched from the private to the public sphere. As a party that 
purports to be modern and neoliberal, defending business interests, these notions 
of motherhood serve to combine conservative and religious inspired traditions with 
modernization, ‘smoothing over’ the private-public divide within the bourgeois family 
ideal for those that can afford to do so. 
It is an image of motherhood that is loaded with both traditional and modern 
notions of motherhood at the same time. In particular, a traditional notion of 
motherhood is evoked by depicting mothers and women as pure, having the interest 
of others at heart, and therefore less corrupt. This forms part of the struggle against 
a corrupt system as represented by the PRI. Motherhood thus has double and even 
contrasting connotations, some directed towards integration in modern society and 
politics. In terms of political and professional participation it is clear that this should 
not be at the cost of being mothers, so implying either a double or triple burden for 
women from lower classes, but not for those of middle and upper classes that can 
afford domestic help. It is a successful politicization of motherhood, in terms of 
integrating women in politics and in particular in filling the party ranks. 
Although not propagated as fiercely within the PAN, the notion of this 
traditional motherhood was not absent from PRI discourse during the presidency of 
Salinas. The members of Parliament interviewed for this research sketched a scattered 
panorama in this respect. Some adhere to traditional aspects of motherhood, but do 
not propagate this so much as part of their political identities, while others make no 
mention whatsoever of it or reject it outright. As a party though, the PRI was organized 
along corporatist lines, and had a special women’s section that did subscribe to the 
idea of needing women to participate in politics with their alleged sensitivity, decency, 
and spiritual values in order to fight dishonest and corrupt practices (ANFER, 1984). 
The women’s section was not very successful in inspiring larger amounts of women 
to integrate into the party ranks. The president was aware of the need to modernize 
the party structure, as he commissioned a committee to modernize the PRI, but as far 
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as women’s emancipation was concerned he seemed to make little effort. Although 
at that time Mexico’s civil society knew a strong feminist movement, and a national 
governmental programme for women’s participation and integration, the president  
was not inclined to contest the traditional ideal of family and women’s role in it.  
President Salinas seemed more PAN-minded than left-wing minded since his 
period of reign is known for a more severe repression and persecution of left-wing 
politicians. It is in this respect remarkable that during his regime, the PAN won its first 
governorship in the northern state of Baja California. During his regime, motherhood 
once again seemed to dominate the dialogue between women and the state, as also 
expressed in the social and welfare programs installed by the PRI, based on women’s 
role as mothers and caretakers (see also Craske, 2005; Molyneux, 2007). This is not 
unique for Mexico; Boesten (2010) for instance finds the same trend in relation to 
the authoritarian, clientelist, and corrupt regime in the 1990s of President Alberto 
Fujimori in Peru, where the state designed its social policies around women’s maternal 
and reproductive role, providing cheap services by beneﬁting from women’s free 
labour. Salinas like Fujimori reproduced the traditional image of women as mothers 
and caretakers as part of national policies, safeguarding conservative perspectives on 
women’s role in society, in the midst of modernizing processes. 
Complementing chapter three, chapter four zooms further in on different 
connotations of motherhood that form part of political electoral campaigns and 
strategies, both at the regional level of the Mexico’s northern border and the local 
level of Ciudad Juárez. Chapter four answers the sub-question how can female political 
participants and activists of the PAN construct themselves into moral agents by using different notions 
of motherhood? Starting with describing how the PRI manipulates the celebration of 
the traditional image of the suffering and self-abnegating mother on Mother’s Day 
to influence the electorate in their favour, the chapter moves on to describe the 
opposition struggle of the PAN against the PRI in that region. The northern border is a 
region where the PAN has a rich history and has grown into a strong oppositional force. 
Women have formed an important and substantial part of that mobilizing force against 
the PRI. 
What becomes clear in chapter four is that also women who do not belong to  
the traditional middle- and upper-class support of the PAN rally against the PRI for 
its fraudulent electoral actions, trying to defend the vote. For these women their 
identities as mothers form an aspiration to become activists and participate in politics. 
The movement of female PAN activists not only consists of women from working-
class/poor neighbourhoods, as women whose families have known a long tradition 
of participation in the PAN, and who belong to the middle- or upper-class segment of 
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society also participate. Among both groups, a substantial number are also inspired  
by their Catholic religion, which informs their perspectives on motherhood and proper 
femininity. They often consider motherhood to be the core of their identity, and 
believe women as mothers are less corrupt and have the interest of others, in particular 
their children, at heart. In particular, this last connotation is what motivates their 
participation and gets politicized.  
Here we see the same extrapolation of motherhood from the private to the 
political realm that the PAN as a party is enacting. For these women though it is not 
only a political strategy but part of their intrinsic and genuine motivation. It is the 
way in which they feel the need to engage politically in society and see fit to belong 
to a political arena that is not naturally their own. Motherhood gets politicized in the 
way their identities as mothers offer an option to construct themselves as legitimate 
political participants, as moral agents. This construction into moral agents, via their 
identities as mothers, is facilitated by the image of motherhood as the natural and 
essential character of women that turns women into caretakers of families, and 
eventually of nations; this has become a governmentality. Governmentalities are 
informed by knowledge and belief systems, and the governmentality on motherhood 
clearly taps into the cultural repertoire on gender and motherhood. Motherhood as 
such can function as a governmentality as far as it is recognized as a proper construction 
of femininity, one that is normalized and not questioned or contested. 
The PAN had successfully articulated this governmentality in its political 
discourse, but in 2013 it was obvious that the PAN discourse on motherhood had lost  
its mobilizing power in Ciudad Juárez. During the period in which the PAN had won  
the presidency, many people became disappointed in the party. Furthermore, the party 
grew from an opposition party into a party that attracted more and more people who 
aspired to participate in politics as a career move, changing its original, familial culture. 
But maybe even more importantly, the PAN did not have an answer to the difficulties 
women encountered in terms of increasing drug violence, murders, feminicidios, and 
economic insecurity. The PAN still holds onto the same core values about family 
and women’s role in it, but there is also a group of women, in particular a younger 
generation, that feels a distance towards the generation of women that built their 
political participation on these values. These women are aware of the way in which  
the PAN fails in formulating an adequate answer to violence and economic need that 
many of the women in Ciudad Juárez encounter. 
What we see happening here is a shift to civil society and feminist organizations 
that take up the struggle of women in working-class/poor neighbourhoods in which 
motherhood gets politicized as part of opposing and protesting the atrocities of the 
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authoritarian regime, in search for the truth to come out. As described in chapter four,  
this could be interpreted as an act of parrhèsia, daring to speak in public what one 
considers to be a truth that others, in particular those in power, prefer not to hear. 
These notions attached to motherhood connect the political actions of Rosario Ibarra 
to those of the mothers in Ciudad Juárez who mobilize against the state and local 
government, for their inability to safeguard the security of women and young girls,  
and the lack of action in regard to the feminicidios that have occurred. 
The PAN has lost this more rebellious connotation of motherhood, which was 
present up to a certain degree in the past insofar as women were fighting a corrupt 
regime and literally putting themselves in harm’s way to protect the vote. These women 
often saw themselves as mothers obliged to fight for change, to fight for a better 
future for their children. Shifting patterns at the institutional dimension of political 
participation and gender construction go accompanied by shifting articulations of 
motherhood. In 2013 we encountered in Ciudad Juárez different groups of women 
within the PAN, those of the successful days of the 1990s, still propagating the ideal of 
women as mothers being less corrupt and better politicians, but also women like Clara 
Torres and Maria Antoinetta who belong to the upper class in Ciudad Juárez, who do 
not subscribe to this image of the pure and incorruptible mother, but who do want to 
change the situation for women and mothers in the poorer neighbourhoods of Ciudad 
Juárez because of the hardship these women encounter. This is however not followed 
up by actions and party politics of the PAN.
The notions of motherhood as articulated by the PAN through time and space 
vary in their success in appealing and mobilizing women, and gather around a rather 
essentialist idea on women as foremost mothers. The way in which individual women 
negotiate this essentialist notion of motherhood in order to construct a political 
subjectivity can vary substantially. In order to understand how precisely this notion is 
negotiated at the subject level of gender, in chapter five, I zoomed in on the life story 
of one of the PAN female politicians who did and still does project motherhood as basis 
for political participation. Chapter five answers the sub-question how is agency manifested  
in the way a Mexican right-wing female politician repeats, negotiates, and to a certain extent subverts 
the structures of her party’s discourse? 
In analysing the texts of this politician as ‘text in context’ as explained above, 
it becomes clear that this politician negotiates the discourse of her party in such a 
way that she stretches the meaning and connotations of motherhood from something 
essential and biological into something moral. She rattles the cages of this essentialist 
notion of motherhood to create her own room to manoeuvre in the political arena, 
being herself at the beginning of her career a young ambitious single woman without 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 166
144  |  chapter seven   
children. What becomes clear when closely reading and analysing her narratives is 
that she repeats the rather essentialist notions of motherhood of her party, but, in 
reproducing and upholding them, also does something else. Marina does not reject 
this ideal of motherhood, but constructs her own belonging to a masculine political 
world in which this belonging is not so self-evident and limited not only by formal 
and tangible obstacles but by the subtler and discursive limits society formulates as 
normative femininity. She subverts the discourse on motherhood by negotiating it into 
a notion that does not confine women to the private sphere of the home, but as notion 
that safeguards her decency in a public realm where her sexuality as a woman is at 
stake. This analysis demonstrates that there is agency invested in upholding the norm 
and not only in subverting it. 
To come to this analysis, however, I had to overcome my own difficulties in 
relation to right-wing women, which formed an obstacle in seeing their agency in the 
way they propagated and upheld a rather conservative notion on femininity in relation 
to women’s political participation. In chapter six I answer the sub-question how does my 
engagement in the research colour my understanding of agency? In this chapter I deconstruct my 
rather negative stance toward right-wing women. I describe how my situatedness as a 
researcher and the research itself coloured my understanding of the research findings. 
In making myself vulnerable, in scrutinizing my own presumptions, the importance  
of self-reflexivity as crucial part of feminist knowledge production becomes clear. 
Chapter six shows how my theoretical understanding is also related to the production  
of knowledge as an institutional process. This theoretical understanding is furthermore 
coloured by my understanding of the Mexican context, connecting in an intersubjective 
way the context of Mariana to my own context. Hereby in a sense the research has come 
full circle, from dealing with motherhood at the global international level, to the national, 
regional, and local level, and, via the micro level of one female politician and the inter- 
subjective relations this instigated, back to the international context of the research.  
In the next part I discuss the combined outcomes of this research, starting with 
the gender lens as part of feminist knowledge construction, and then continue with  
the insights that applying this gender lens has brought forward as conclusive reflections 
on motherhood as a rhetorical trope.
D i s c u s s i o n
The gender lens: moving between the represented and the representable
The application of the gender lens as an analytical perspective in this research made it 
possible to analyse and conceptualize gender construction as part of power relations 
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that are structural as well as agentic. Applying the gender lens made insightful  
how processes of in- and exclusion, based on motherhood, are the joined effect  
of disciplining discourses and the agency installed in the construction of individual 
subjectivities. These processes of in- and exclusion are confined at a symbolic 
dimension of gender construction by the identities and representations that are 
ascribed to people. These representations find their ways into those mentalities 
that become part of governmentalities. Informed by representations that are part of 
knowledge and belief systems, mentalities are formed with which we consequently 
construct ourselves as moral subjects and by means of that as law-abiding citizens. 
At the subjective dimension of gender construction these mentalities can be 
investigated as part of narratives, as part of argumentative positioning (Billig, 1991),  
in which subjectivities are expressed and agency gets performed. Personal narratives 
are thus very individual expressions and text, while simultaneously reflecting cultural 
texts and discourses. Taking the narratives and analysing these as texts in contexts 
(Willemse, 2005, 2014) offers the possibility of analysing the discourses in which the 
narrator positions herself. As Fairclough (1992) suggests, every discursive instance or 
example of discourse is simultaneously also a text (in the broadest sense of the word, 
including visual images), a discursive practice (referring to the nature of processes  
of text production and interpretation of text), and a social practice (referring to  
the cultural context and institutional and organizational circumstances in which the 
discursive event happens) (Fairclough, 2007, pp. 72-73). Fairclough’s critical discourse 
and text analysis complemented the gender lens as applied in this research and was 
helpful in analysing official texts and narratives.
Narratives are so to speak the stuff that identities are made of. This style of 
narrative research allows us to analyse the room to manoeuvre the narrator creates in 
and through discourses that confine and restrict but also make their agency possible. 
Story telling can thus be considered as: ‘a coping strategy that involves making words 
stand for the world, and then, by manipulating them, changing one’s experience of 
the world’ (Jackson in Davids & Willemse, 2014, p. 3). Or as Yuval Davis (2011) puts 
it: ‘Identity as transitional, always produces itself through the combined processes 
of being and becoming, belonging and longing to belong’ (Yuval-Davis, 2011, p. 26). 
Chapter five shows how Mariana ‘changes her understanding and experience’ of the 
political world in order to belong to that world. Analysing her stories and the stories 
of the other women with help of the gender lens, scrutinizing this dynamic between 
discourse and agency as part of political subjectivity, gives insight into the power 
mechanisms of gender construction. In this research gender construction appears  
as a process of creating the room to manoeuvre between what is represented, as part  
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of the symbolic dimension, and what is representable, as part of personal strategies  
‘to become’ or ‘being in the world’ in the subjective dimension.   
Applying the gender lens as such thus helped in deconstructing the dichotomy 
between structure and agency, conceptualizing agency not as based on autonomy and 
free will and thus located outside structure, but as a force moving within and through 
structure, simultaneously complying and subverting the norm. The gender lens helps 
make intelligible how representations of gender, as in this case motherhood, often 
presented as absolute or essentialist, are deconstructed and reconstructed in everyday 
life and as part of the construction of subjectivities. In that sense women of the PAN 
who participate in politics, in politicizing their motherhood, create room to manoeuvre 
between what is represented as proper notions of femininity, within their specific 
context, and in reconstructing what is representable as femininity. In moving between 
the represented and representable the agency of these women becomes known. What is 
representable within different contexts depends also on the institutional dimension of 
practices and differs according to different contexts and different women.
Especially because gender is contextual and situated and comes into existence in 
the way it is performed, combined with the insight of the situatedness of research and 
knowledge production, feminist theory is not so much in need of a new grand theory on 
gender. What is still needed though are conceptualizations or metaphors that allow us 
to think and theorize about gender, also in intersectional and comparative perspective. 
The gender lens offers such a perspective that can be applied in different contexts. 
How exactly the dimensions interact and are interrelated depend on the 
specific context and practice within which it is studied, and cannot be assumed 
beforehand. In that sense the gender lens is open-ended. This relative vagueness 
and open-endedness of the gender lens can be a weakness and strength at the same 
time. Parallel to the argumentation of Kathy Davis (2008) about the vagueness of the 
concept of intersectionality, I would like to argue that a lack of precision and stringent 
methodological guidelines can on the one hand cause irritation and point to bad 
theory, but can enhance, on the other hand, the necessary openness and ambiguity, 
complexity, and critical examination in aiming to avoid ethnocentric pre-given 
interpretation that can make feminist theory successful.  
Avoiding ethnocentricity though also depends on how the researcher applies 
the gender lens. Indeed, moving between the represented and representable does not 
only apply to the researched but to the researcher as well. It is the reflection of shifting 
positions of self and other where the agency of both the ‘self ’ and ‘other’ meet and 
is constructed (see also Davids & Willemse, 2014). It is the researcher who mediates 
between different contexts, not only theory wise but also in the personal and social 
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sense. As part of the search for feminist knowledge production, the power relation 
between researcher and researched should be scrutinized as an intrinsic part of the 
research, but not necessarily because as feminists we have to affirm solidarity with 
every woman, as I described in chapter six. Instead we can practice hospitality  
in opening up to others in a way that the room for manoeuvre and agency of people 
can become intelligible and their struggles understandable. This practice of hospitality 
can surpass identity politics and lead eventually to envisioning and realizing possible 
and unforeseen alliances. During the research process I have seen such alliances 
occur among female politicians from different parties, who differ in political identity, 
opinion, and a whole range of gender issues, but who could form an alliance on 
particular issues, such as the penalty on sexual harassment. 
Making oneself vulnerable as a researcher means acknowledging how the 
research not only ascribes a subjectivity to the researched but also to the researcher  
and changes the researcher in the process. For me this entailed a process in which  
both researcher and researched are subjected ‘to processes of becoming and becoming 
known’ (Davids & Willemse, 2014). The gender lens, in stimulating reflexivity,  
can contribute to being open to this kind of change, and thus in turn stimulate and 
contribute to a feminist epistemology of change. If agency is enacted, as I argued  
in this thesis, within and through relations of power, so is change. Self-reflexivity,  
as applied in this thesis, points at the necessity to acknowledge that both the agency 
of the researched and the researcher is enacted through the inter-subjective and 
power relations involved in the research. In this way self-reflexivity, as part of feminist 
knowledge production, can contribute to further scrutinize and understand the changes 
we seek for society in ourselves and others, beyond the usual identity politics.
M o t h e r h o o d  a s  a  r h e t o r i c a l  t r o p e
Returning to the insights gathered in this thesis with help of the gender lens on 
motherhood as represented in Mexican political discourses, I can conclude that  
this representation is very tenacious. As described on the basis of the outcomes  
of chapter three, different authoritarian regimes tend to articulate traditional 
motherhood as the main representation of gender and as part of the embodiment  
of national identity. The representation of women as mothers and caretakers is very 
suitable to represent a national identity, because it appeals at once to universal human 
aspects of life, all people are born of mothers, and at a particular and ethnic specific 
aspect, insofar as mothers are seen as the caretakers and educators of culture and 
tradition (see also chapter three). Furthermore, a national identity can be symbolized  
and represented by an ‘open body’, a sexual penetrable body. 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 170
148  |  chapter seven   
Therefore, it is not surprising that we see this image articulated throughout 
history and across continents. A very famous example is of course that of Nazi Germany 
and Italy under Mussolini where mothers also were to embody the national subject. 
But also recently Turkey’s President Erdogan, publicly expressed on 5 June 2016 at the 
opening of the new Turkey’s Women’s and Democracy Association that: ‘A woman who 
says “because I am working I will not be a mother” is actually denying her femininity’, 
and ‘A woman who rejects motherhood, who refrains from being around the house, 
however successful her working life is, is deficient, is incomplete’.106 This kind of public 
identity construction of femininity is intended to clearly demarcate the boundaries 
within which women are able to participate in public and political life.
Based on the joined outcomes of chapters two, three, and four, I argue that the 
resurfacing and repetition of the image of motherhood with its different appearances 
is possible because it keeps on functioning as a vital pivot in the public-private divide. 
Because motherhood is such an important part of Mexico’s cultural repertoire on 
gender, motherhood is solidified into a kind of cultural text (Meijer, 1996), which I 
prefer to label a rhetorical trope, and attributed different notions according to time, 
space, and context. The term ‘trope’, which can refer as a noun to a figurative or 
metaphorical use of a word or expression, but can also be used as a verb, captures in 
my eyes the imaginative and discursive power of this image. Articulated in different 
political discourses this trope is subject to a politics of representation in which it can be 
rhetorically attributed different notions with very real consequences.
As explained in chapter four, this trope in turn can inform governmentalities, 
that is to say those mentalities that stem from knowledge and belief systems with which 
people construct and govern themselves into moral agents. Although governmentality 
and speaking out as a militant mother, as in parrhèsia, seem to contradict each other, 
I argue that this is not the case. Both motherhood as parrhèsia and as governmentality 
rely on the trope of motherhood, that is the idea that women are mothers is normalized 
to the degree that it is not questioned anymore. The room to manoeuvre allowing 
motherhood to be politicized by mothers such as Rosario Ibarra, the groups of mothers 
in Ciudad Juárez, or the mothers of the plaza de Mayo, would not exist, even knowing 
that they had to fight fiercely for this room. Exactly because in different contexts, 
times, and spaces, the trope of motherhood still figures as an important and accepted 
way of constructing a feminine identity, it can come to the rescue in times of crisis, 
when the public-private divide is under threat of change, or women can articulate it  
as part of political strategies on their own behalf. 
Recent examples hereof are proof that the importance of the politicization of 
motherhood is not confined to Mexico or Latin America. One of the female candidates 
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for prime minister of Great Britain, after Brexit became a fact, had to withdraw her 
candidacy because she tried to depict herself as a better candidate than her opponent 
by being a mother, whilst her opponent was not. This example is significant in more 
than one way. It tells us something about Britain’s political and public culture that 
this led to a scandal and could not be accepted, but it is also significant that a female 
political candidate tried to present herself as a mother and thus a suitable politician  
for minding the future of her children and grandchildren thus minding the future of all.
In another context, that of the United States, the same strategy was used by 
Michele Obama and the daughter of Hillary Clinton, Chelsea Clinton, in promoting 
Hillary Clinton as the best candidate for the 2016 presidency elections, at a time of a 
possibly great shift, namely a woman having the chance of becoming president of the 
United States.107 The campaign strategy was to give the female candidate a human and 
acceptable face by emphasizing her qualities as a mother and grandmother. The same 
logic connected to motherhood as described in different chapters of this thesis is here 
present again: Because Hillary is a good mother, especially in the eyes of Chelsea her 
daughter, who said this literally in her speeches, she would be a good president.  
The motherly capacity to take care of the other, to have the interest of others at heart  
is extrapolated to the public sphere and politicized. 
What I am arguing here is that, as important as feminist struggles are to 
understand the political participation of women, equally important is the politicization 
of motherhood within Mexico and Latin America, but also beyond. Based on the 
arguments given above I think that it is important for gender and feminist studies 
to further explore and study the political importance of motherhood also in 
comparative perspective. However different some contexts may be, the politicization 
of motherhood and the way in which it figures centrally in defining national identities 
or the construction of moral agency can show similar traits (Davids & Willemse, 
forthcoming). So although the contexts maybe very different and gender is coloured 
very differently in these different contexts, the notion of motherhood, with help of the 
gender lens, can be subject to comparative study in the way it marks the private-public 
divide and sets boundaries for women, while simultaneously investigating how women 
negotiate motherhood as a moral notion.
As the song of Gloria Trevi, the lyrics of which open this thesis, illustrates, 
motherhood in Mexico is a very complex phenomenon, and can be attributed different, 
ambiguous, and contradictory meanings as part of the cultural repertoire on gender.  
It therefore continues to be a rich source for further feminist inquiry.
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Appendix I
F e m a l e  m e m b e r s  o f  P a r l i a m e n t  ( D i p u t a d a s /  d e p u t i e s 
o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s )  d u r i n g  t h e  S a l i n a s  A d m i n s t r a t i o n *
PARTY LEGISLATRURA LIV/ LIV 
Administration (1988-1991)
LEGISLATURA LV/ LV 
Adminstration (191-1994) 
PRI 35 21
PAN 9 8
PRD 0 2
PPS 5 1
PARM 1 1
PRD 0 3
PMS 2 0
PFCRN 3 0
Source:   CEAMEG (Centro de estudios para el adelanto de las mujeres y la equidad de género/ 
Centre for the advancement of women and gender equity), 2008, Número de diputadas 
y senadoras por legislatura desagregadas por partido político. DP1-JF-19-2008. Cámara 
de Diputados LX Legislatura. 108 
*    The president is chosen every six years, but the chamber of Deputies (Cámara de 
Diputados) also called the lower chamber of the Congress of the Union, and is renewed 
every 3 years. The senate is chosen for six years. The chamber of deputies holds 500 seats, 
300 of these seats are chosen via , the federal electoral districts, by plurality from 
single-member districts,and 200 via proportional representation. Substitutes are 
elected at the same time as each deputy, so special elections are rare.
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Appendix II 
I n f o r m a n t s *
GEO-POLITICAL 
POSITION
POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE POLITICAL POST
NATIONAL AND 
FEDERAL LEVEL
Period: 1989/1991-2005-2008
Female governor of state PRI/ Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional/Institutional 
Revolutionary Party)
Female candidate for Presidency PRT/ Partido 
Revolucionario de los Trabajadores/ Workers 
Revolutionary Party)
Female candidate for Presidency PASC Partido 
Alternativa Socialdemócrata y Campesina/ 
Alternative Social Democratic and Farmers Party.
Female Member of Parliament of the State 
of Nuevo Leon PAN Partido Acción Nacional/
National Action Party
Senate Female senator PAN
Female senator PRD/ Partido Revolucionario 
Democrático/ Revolutionary Democratic Party (2)
Female senator PRI 
Parliament (lower chamber) Female members of Parliament PAN (5)
Female members of Parliament PRI (6)
Female members of Parliament PRD (2)
Female member of Parliament PMS/ Partido 
Mexicano Socialista/ Mexican Socialist Party (2)
Female member of Parliament PFRCN Partido del 
Frente Cardenista de Reconstrucción Nacional/ 
Party of the Cardenist Front for National 
Reconstruction 
Female member of Parliament PASC
IFE (Instituto Federal Electoral; 
now INE, Instituto Nacional 
Electoral)
Female member of the Board of the Federal 
Electoral Institute
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GEO-POLITICAL 
POSITION
POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE POLITICAL POST
Centro de estudios para el 
adelanto de las mujeres y la 
equidad de género/ Centre for 
the advancement of women 
and gender equity
Female director (Directora General) 
National Party Level Female heads of women section PAN (3)
Female campaign coordinator PAN
Female member of women section PRI
Female campaign assistant PRI
Male campaign assistant PRI
Female President of Diversa Agrupación 
Feminista Política/Feminist Political Group
Male party coordinator Diversa 
Unions Female head of the union of UNAM (Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México/ National 
Autonomous University of Mexico)
Female head of independent union of Textile 
workers
Feminist and women’s 
initiatives to increase women’s 
participation and gender issues 
in politics
Female participants and initiators of ‘Mujeres  
por la Democracia’ (Women for Democracy)  
and ‘de la A hasta la Z’ (From A till Z) (2)
LOCAL LEVEL Mexico D.F (Mexico City) Female mayor of Mexico City PRD
Assembly of Representatives 
of the Federal District (Mexico 
City)
Legislative Assembly of the 
Federal District
Female local representatives/ diputada local PAN 
(2)
Female local representative/ diputada local PRI 
Female local representative / diputada local PRD
NORTHERN 
BORDER REGION
Nuevo Leon; period 1989 Female Mayor PAN
Ciudad Juárez; period 1992 Activists, involved in the PAN (15)
Ciudad Juárez; period 2013 Activists, involved in the PAN (10)
Female candidate for Mayor PAN 
Civil Society (1992) Female member of Comité de defensa popular 
(CDP) Committee for popular defence
Male member de la asociación DHIAC
Civil Society (2013) Female Coordinator Red de la Mesa de Mujer (2)
Female Catholic activist (2)
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GEO-POLITICAL 
POSITION
POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE POLITICAL POST
OTHER 
POLITICAL 
INFORMANTS
Female candidate for municipality counsellor 
(regidora) of Irapuato, State of Guanajuato, 
changed from PRD to PAN (1989)
OTHER KEY 
INFORMANTS
Marta Lamas (Debate Feminista/ Feminist 
Journal)
MEETINGS 
ASSISTED
Period 1989/1991 Regular meetings of the Parliament 
Meeting of women’s branches of Parties 
PAN, PRI and PFRCN 
Special meetings National Congress of the women’s section 
of the PFRCN; Congreso Nacional de mujeres 
insurgentes (1989, May 19th) 
Installation of women’s section of the PRI; 
Acción Femenil del PRI toma de protesta 
(1989, April 21st).
Conference to increase the penalty on sexual 
harassment, of the parliamentary commission 
for justice: Conferencia de Comisión de Justicia 
sobre el hostigamiento sexual (1989, February 
14th-15th)
Conference on Women and Public Policy, 
‘Mujeres y Política Pública’ in Mexico City,  
(1989, March)
Conference in Ciudad Juárez, organized by 
Red Mesa de Mujeres as part of the EU project: 
Seven Cities: Hacia una Política de Seguridad 
Ciudadana, con Perspectiva de Género y 
Derechos Humanos, (2013, December). 
*Original data are accessible with the author    
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Notes
1 See for instance Monsivais (1984), who also writes that albur is mainly practiced by men.
2  A copy of this letter was sent to me by a colleague at the University of Guanajuato. Original text:  
‘Tengo un profundo respeto y una gran admiración para quienes como ustedes sobrellevan con 
dignidad, profesionalismo y alegría la doble responsabilidad de ser madre y universitarias, sentimiento 
que es compartida en nuestro comunidad y justifica la entrega a usted, en la próxima quincena del mes 
de mayo de un bono especial de 650.00 pesos como reconocimiento mínimo a su labor.’ (Translation  
by author). Up till now (2017) the rector has send such a letter each year on Mother’s Day. 
3  See Lamas in the television show El Mañanero, in the episode aired on 10 May 2012. On this program, 
news is discussed and presented by a clown named Brozo, who uses light-hearted banter and 
thus creates, in a mild way, a certain amount of room for criticism. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=tlpHQuSPRiw 
4 The establishment of Mother’s Day in 1922 is further explained in chapter four.
5  During the first half of the Salinas administration (1988-1991), the percentage of female members  
of Parliament was 11.8%, and 15.5% in the Senate. During the second half of his regime (1991-1994)  
this decreased to 8.8% in Parliament and 6.1% in the Senate (Rodriguez, 1999). For more information, 
see appendix I.
6  I was a PhD student at the time at the University of Utrecht in the Netherlands, and this research  
had been made possible thanks to a grant by WOTRO (Scientific Research in Tropical Countries,  
now NWO-WOTRO Science for Global Development). Thanks to this grant I was able to carry out 
research in Mexico during two field trips during the Salinas regime (1989-1991). Later, short field trips 
(2005, 2008, and in 2013) were made possible thanks to financial support from the Radboud University 
Nijmegen, where I am currently affiliated as lecturer.
7  I refer here to formal politics as a domain, as the whole of political institutions and activities that can 
be distinguished in any society. This does not mean however that I see politics in general as restricted 
to this domain and the corresponding political arenas in society. Politics is about power relations and 
concerned with the way in which we are governed in society, which is much broader than only the act  
of doing politics or the political institutions involved. In this study the formal political arena is chosen 
as a specific context that can be distinguished as a particular domain of government in society. 
8  The PAN formed an alliance with the Partido Verde Ecologista de México, or PVEM (Ecological Green 
Party of Mexico) for this election, but this does not explain however its success. Moreover, the PVEM is 
currently known for its strong sympathies for the PRI, and often considered a satellite party of the PRI. 
9  Mexico was colonized for almost 300 years by the Spaniards, who introduced Catholicism, which is now 
practiced by a large majority of the population.
10 The PAN is a member of the Christian Democrat Organization of America.
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11  This quote comes from a paper she presented at the Asamblea Nacional del PAN, National Congres of 
the PAN, held on September 14 till 17 in 1944, cited in Hidalgo, 2008, p. 21. Original text: ‘La reforma 
social saldrá de la mujer mexicana. Porque la auténtica reforma desbordará el hogar y porque el destino 
de México pende de una mujer. Santa María de Guadalupe. Prescindir de la mujer en la empresa  
de reforma social, sería como prescindir de los cimientos, de las raíces, del corazón. Eso es la mujer 
respecto a la sociedad que se quiere reformar, y sin ella, ni existiría Acción Nacional, ni se estaría 
hablando aquí de reforma social.’ (translation by author).
12  However, La Virgen de Guadalupe also serves as an important role model for other groups in Mexican 
society, such as in left-wing political parties and indigenous movements. Also in the USA motherhood 
as an image and identity is strongly articulated among women of the political right-wing, see for an 
analysis Niekerson (2012) Mothers of Conservatism: Women and the Postwar Right, Politics and Society 
in the twentieth Century America.
13  I will come back to this image later in this introduction where I discuss motherhood as representation 
of gender.
14  The Zapatista movement (EZLN) is an anti-capitalist movement, striving for autonomy of the indigenous 
population and fighting against neoliberal globalization. The movement is named after one of the 
revolutionary leaders Emiliano Zapata (1879-1919). 
15  Originated in the 1960s, it concerns manufacturing plants that import and assemble duty-free 
components for export. It started as a Mexican phenomenon but has spread through Latin America  
and Asia. 
16  The 2011 UNDP Human Development Index score for the country was 0.775, placing it 61st (out of 
187 countries). The Gender Inequality Index score was 0.382. Mexico’s World Economic Forum Global 
Gender Gap Index score for 2013 was 0.692, putting it in 68th place (out of a total of 136 countries) 
(World Economic Forum, 2013), p. 280 [2]; CEDAW, 2006, p. 79).
17  The National Citizen Feminicide Observatory, a coalition of 43 groups, were able to document 890 
feminicidios between January of 2009 and June of 2010 in 11 states of Mexico. Often these murders are 
not registered as, which makes it hard to document all cases. Observatory estimates that six women  
are killed every day in Mexico. http://observatoriofeminicidio.blogspot.nl/
18  Gender quotas have been installed gradually in Mexico, starting in 2002 with a 30–70% quota for both 
sexes, which changed in 2008 into a 40-60%, and currently a 50-50% (Freidenvall, Hinojosa, Piscopo, 
Verge, & Matland, 2013).
19  Between 2012 and 2015 the percentage of women in Parliament has increased to 37% and in the Senate 
to 33% (Peña Olivia, 2015; Solorio Almazan, 2014). Critics of the quota system argued that due to the 
increase of women, the quality and qualifications of female politicians would decrease, though a study 
from Beer and Camp (2015) proves that this is not the case.
20  See for instance the study of Lovenduski (2005).
21  Ortner refers to practice theory and follows herein alongside Foucault authors such as Pierre Bourdieu, 
Marshall Sahlins, Anthony Giddens, and William H. Sewell, Jr. Within the framework of practice theory 
neither ‘individuals’ nor ‘social forces’ have ‘precedence’ but nonetheless there is a dynamic, powerful, 
and sometimes transformative relationship between the practices of real people and the structures of 
society, culture, and history (Ortner, 2006, p. 133).
22  Machismo is a representation of masculinity that refers to dominant, superior and often aggressive 
masculine behaviour. The meaning of machismo can differ according to time and context, see for an 
analysis Gutmann (2006).
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23  Octavio Paz offers a cultural psychological explanation for the aggressiveness and closeness of the 
Mexican macho, which would find its origin in not being able to forgive the betrayal of the mother,  
in this case symbolized by Malinche, the violated mother.
24 Chicana feminists are feminists of Mexican descent living in the United States.
25  Despite the heated debate and critiques of machismo and marianismo as an ideological complex,  
as an encompassing model for femininity and masculinity, these ideas still linger on. For instance, 
Blanca I. Laureano warns in an online article entitled: ‘Deconstructing “Marianismo”’, in Rewire  
(April 2nd, 2011), that research and literature on Latinas and HIV transmission is still based on static 
notions about ‘cultural values’ derived from stereotyped notions of machismo and marianismo, ascribed 
specifically to Latinos, leading to conclusions that are both outdated and dangerous. 
26  This term suggests that the biography of the narrator inherently includes the ‘shadow’ biography  
of the interviewer.
27 See note 6.
28  A Foucauldian inspired perspective on power, citizenship and governance is not restricted to the 
political arena (see for instance Weber, 2008).
29  As Mexico does not have a parliamentary system but a republican system styled after the United States, 
it would be better to use the terms ‘representatives’ and ‘House of Representatives’ or ‘Congress’.  
But a political representative is a rather undefined term and can also refer to political positions in  
a party. Therefore, I use the term ‘member of Parliament’.
30  I guaranteed anonymity to all my informants, so no real names appear in this thesis, except in  
chapter four, where – in agreement with Lilia Venegas and the informants involved – actual names  
are mentioned. See for more information about informants appendix II.
31  This is a very large institute that has departments throughout Mexico, and is responsible for the 
archeological sites and museums in Mexico, among other things. Venegas works as an anthropologist  
at a department of this institute, the Dirección de Estudios Históricos (DEH). 
32  Chapter four is the English version of a book chapter in Spanish, and due to English-language editing 
there are small alterations.
33  This article is discussed in the textbook, Feminist Ethnographies: Thinking through Methodologies, Challenges  
and Possibilities, edited by Dána-Ain Davis and Christa Craven (Rowman and Littlefield, 2016).
34  This chapter is an article co-authored with Francien van Driel, published in (2009) Third World Quarterly, 
30(5), 905-920.
35  Goetz also points out different political and policy arrangements that thrive on the gender related 
assumption that women are less corrupt than men, connected to their traditional roles as wives and 
mothers, reaching mythical proportions. She mentions for example the announcement by the Mexican 
Customs Service in 2003 that its new crack force of anti-corruption officers on land and sea borders 
would be entirely female.
36  This chapter is published as a chapter (2005) In T. Davids & F. v. Driel (Eds.), The Gender Question in 
Globalization: Changing Perspectives and Practices (pp. 3-22). Aldershot: Ashgate (since 2016 Routledge).
37  As Mexico does not have a parliamentary system but a republican styled after the US it would be better 
to use representatives and House of Representatives or congress. But a political representative is a 
rather undefined term and can also refer to political positions in a party. Therefore I use the term 
Member of Parliament. 
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38  Held at May 9th, 1989. El Nacional, published an article based on these discussions: El Nacional, 
suplemento politico, Thursday 18 May. Present were another female politician of at that time ruling 
party: the PRI ( Partido Revolucionario Institutional) and the female head of the National University 
(UNAM) trade union and myself.
39  Mexico’s Revolution of 1910 was deeply anti-clerical but experienced a clerically inspired counter-
revolution in 1926 called La Cristiada, which was finally overcome in 1929; but the suspicion of  
the church’s political influence still lingers on.
40  See for a discussion on the meaning of key shifts Mills (1997) and an application of this notion in  
the study of Willemse (2007) on Sudan.
41  There is a lively debate going on, centered on the question whether this transition really signifies 
democratic politic and societal democratization of Mexico. This is beyond the scope of this article. For 
further discussion, see some of the literature on this subject, for example, Barbara Hogenboom (2003).
42  Willemse (2007) describes a similar construction of moral motherhood as a strategy exercised by 
women in the Islamic context of Sudan.
43  Within the PRI, women were organised in the ANFER, which was succeeded by the (CEM) Consejo  
pare la Integraciaón de la Mujer.
44  Co-authored by Lilia Venegas and published as a chapter in the book: 
! 
A Todo Madre! una Mirada 
Multidiscplinaria de las Maternidades en México. Abril Saldaña, Lilia Venegas, and Tine Davids (eds.)  
Mexico City: INAH/ITACA (Davids & Venegas, 2016).
45  Original text: ‘La mujer a llegado a tal capacidad que puede ser madre y padre a la vez y tambien puede 
ser madre politica. Interview held in 1989 in Mexico City when Blanca Alvarez was coordinating the 
women’s section of the party (All translations of Spanish into English are by the authors).’
46  Original text: ‘… Se formó una mujer pequeña y fina, totalmente vestida de negro, su bolsa negra 
al hombro. Cuando se detuvo frente a él, le dijo en voz muy alta: “Yo no vengo a felicitarlo, señor 
Presidente, sino a exigirle que me aclare el paradero de mi hijo y de los demás desaparecidos por 
razones políticas…” “Así que usted es Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, comentó muy serio el presidente”.  
En un instante los ayudantes se acercaron. La empujaron y la fila siguió avanzando. La mujer delgada, 
frágil, de tez blanca salió del Palacio Nacional a la Plaza de la Constitución. Sola. Dos años antes,  
en esta misma plaza, Rosario Ibarra de Piedra inició en Catedral una huelga de hambre con 80 madres  
de desaparecidos’.
47  For discussion of speech acts, see also Butler (1997).
48  Bejarano (Bejarano, 2002) takes up this question in analysing cases in México (Ciuadad Juárez, 
Argentine, and El Salvador. 
49  Original text: ‘De ser nada más nuestra.’
50  ‘Dedazo’ refers to the procedure known as ‘the tap of the finger’ which means that leaders within 
the PRI were not chosen democratically but were pointed out by their superiors. This procedure is 
particularly known in relation to the presidents who in this way point out who is to become  
his successor.
51  Suplemento Semanal (weekly suplement) de Noticias Diario de la Mañana (Daily News), Tijuana BC,  
May 2nd 1968.
52 Original text: ‘Grandiosa lluvia de estrellas en honor de las madrecitas Tijuanenses.’  
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53  Original text: ‘El Partido Revolucionario Institucional conformado por todas las fuerzas vivas del 
país y apoyado firmemente por los Sectores Popular, Obrero y Campesino, los que básicamente 
consideran a la mujer mexicana como el baluarte de los empeños Revolucionarios, como centro del 
hogar y ejemplo absoluto de abnegación y sacrificio, han decidido en esta ocasión para que una Madre 
Mexicana, un día en su vida vea realizado el mayor de sus anhelos, no importa cuál sea éste. La Madre 
Mexicana, residente de Tijuana que triunfe en el Concurso que ahora se instituye, encarnará a todas las 
madres tijuanenses y recibirá las muestras de simpatía y cariño que el Partido de la Revolución otorga 
merecidamente a la compañera fiel y celosa guardiana de la tradición y el futuro de México. Cada una 
de las Madres Mexicanas, residente en Tijuana, tiene el derecho de solicitar, lo que en el curso de su 
vida no ha podido conseguir o lo que en el momento presente representa su mayor y desinteresado 
anhelo: la libertad de un hijo preso, la curación de un hijo enfermo, la educación de uno de los hijos 
garantizada, la presencia de un hijo ausente que por dificultades económicas no pueda estar a su 
lado en este día, la máquina de coser, la estufa de gas, la muleta para el hijo lisiado, los anteojos 
para facilitar la lectura del viaje soñado a la Capital de México. El deseo no está limitado a ninguna 
restricción, de entre ellos será seleccionado el que más llene el emotivo sentimiento de la Madre y que 
al concederse satisfaga plenamente la condición de haber hecho a la triunfadora a la MADRE MAS FELIZ 
el DIEZ DE MAYO DE 1968 en Tijuana.’
54  Suplemento Semanal (weekly supplement) de Noticias Diario de la Mañana (Daily News), Tijuana BC,  
2 May 1968.
55  Hall et al. (1978) define a moral panic thus: ‘A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerge 
to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized 
and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by editors, bishops, 
politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses 
and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, 
submerges or deteriorates and becomes more visible’ (Stuart Hall et al., 1978, pp. 16-18; 29-30). 
Pansters analyses such a crisis in the political history of Puebla, and makes intelligible how in such 
moments morality is targeted as being the problem at stake, a moral enemy is indicated and a solution 
is discursively formulated, while masking a more structural problem or change (Pansters, 1990). 
56  This does not mean however that all classes of society recognized themselves in the image put forward 
by the Bolsheviks and the feminist Bolsheviks. 
57 Newspaper: Baja California, (1986) May 11th, front page, page 5.
58 Ibid.
59  According to Azucena Valderrábano (1990), the copies of the electoral actas that were in possession of 
the representatives of the PAN demonstrated that the electoral results were in favour of the PAN with 
30,269 votes against 24,272 for PRI candidates. 
60  Francisco Pérez Arce (2015) for example sustains this idea while other authors distinguish other periods, 
like that of 1982, which is characterized by Soledad Loaeza (2000) as the end of the PRI century.
61  The report of the InterAmerican commission for Human Rights, The Hague, realized at 17th of May  
1990. Resolution No. 01/90, case 9828.
62  Among the 21 signatures were those of Carlos Monsiváis, Elena Poniatowska, Héctor Aguilar Camín, 
Lorenzo Meyer, Luis González y González, Gabriel Zaid, Octavio Paz, Enrique Krauze, and Carlos 
Montemayor (Proceso, México DF, num. 508, July 26 1986).
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63  This statement is attributed to the Mexican president of that period, Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado  
(1982-1988), Luis H. Alvarez confirms that the president refers to ‘a patriotic fraud’ during an interview 
abroad In 2012, in an interview with Miguel de la Madrid by Carmen Aristegui, then expresident Hurtado 
denied having used that term. (Miguel de la Madrid, Oportunidades perdidas, Una serie by Enrique 
Krauze [videograbación], producido por Diana Roldán, dirigido por Hank Heifetz, México, Clío/ 
La Jornada, 1998, see www.alcontacto.com.mx).
64  For more information and a chronology of events see Dalia Barrera and Lilia Venegas (1992) and 
Kathleen Staudt and Carlota Aguilar (1992).
65 Original text: ‘El partido para mi es mas que una partida, es mi familia.’
66  Original text: ‘Grande, firme, violento, nuestra fe nos alienta, mil pasos adelante y ni uno atrás,  
el cielo lo ha votado y ya lo hemos jurado, la patria victoriosa surgirá, surgirá.’
67  Original text: ‘Y entonces empecé yo mi misión de batallar, de sufrirle a la vida, entonces me fui y 
trabajé en Nogales y luego días aquí y días allá y así a mi vida de batallar, sufrir, a veces llorando y a 
veces contenta.’
68  The population has increased from 131,000 inhabitants in 1950 to approximately 1,200,000 people  
in 2000 (Gómez, 2005, p. 4).
69 See for this issue Barrera and Venegas (1984) and Valenzuela Arce (1998).
70 Original text: ‘Pues porque ellos trabajan, y uno tiene que apoyarlos.’
71  Orginal text: ‘Son puras mentiras las que dicen, que van a hacer esto, que van a hacer aquello,  
y no hacen nada.’
72 Original text: ‘Yo, por una chuleta, no me vendo.’
73 Key informant not associated with any party.
74 Original text: ‘Una invitación para el despertar de la conciencia.’
75  Orginal text: ‘Que no esperaran que se les diera un kilo de tortillas, o se les resolviera su problema 
económico, lo que significaría “un paternalismo sobre otro”, les enseñamos cómo tener éxito,  
cómo luchar, cómo enseñar a sus hijos a vivir mejor.’
76  Original text: ‘En 86 nos unimos todas y salimos a luchar, hicimos plantones y [en] las [colonias] 
populares donde estaban los señores que hicieron el fraude.’
77  Original text: ‘La gran riqueza de los partidos son las mujeres… y yo creo que no nada más de este,  
creo que de todos, porque si tú vas a la iglesia, las que más vamos más a misa somos las mujeres,  
si tú vas a las escuelas, en las juntas de los padres de familia, las mujeres son las que están ahí,  
y en los partidos las mujeres no es la excepción, las mujeres somos las que estamos aquí.’
78 ‘Mujeres pueden hacer politica desde la pila.’
79  Original text: ‘El mismo Francisco Barrio nos lo ha dicho que él prefiere a la mujeres para todas las 
actividades, o sea que tenemos más entrega, que me dispensen los hombres, pero ellos son más fríos 
para ver las cosas, más tranquilos y en la mujer hay mucha entrega y yo creo que es mucho el carácter 
de la mujer porque tú sabes las madres cómo somos con los hijos entonces eso no se puede medir y 
quiere decir que en todas las actividades de la vida de las mujeres si decimos sí, es un sí rotundo para 
entregarnos a lo que venga.’
80   Original text: ‘Lo conozco y lo conozco como católico práctico, porque él practica su religión y los 
preceptos de nuestra religión, entonces él es un hombre muy moral, aunque se me quemaran las 
manos, pero metería las manos a la lumbre, yo sé que es un hombre muy decente, un esposo también 
de maravilla.’
81   Original text: ‘Yo pienso que sí hay una relación entre iglesia y el PAN. Yo pienso que por eso es la 
emoción que yo siento, y por eso era mi entusiasmo de que ganara un día el PAN.’
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82  Original text: ‘El partido para mi es mas que una partida, es mi familia.’
83   His analysis shows similarities with the analysis that Soledad Loaeza (2010) elaborates in her book, 
Acción Nacional. El apetito y las responsabilidades del triunfo. 
84   Original text: ‘Fue cuando yo dije ¿Por qué nosotros allá y porque ellos acá? Fue cuando empecé a oír 
que eran las personas que lograban adueñarse de muchos terrenos porque tenían mucho dinero.’
85   Original text: ‘Mire, si la mujer interviene en la política, obvio va a ser un mejor país, tan sencillo… yo 
soy ama de casa y como ama de casa debo de hablar, no tengo otros elementos, me encanta mi casa 
limpia, me encanta mi casa ordenada, me encanta que mis hijos que así como se porten en la casa se 
porten afuera, me encanta que mis hijos sean buenos ciudadanos, entonces si la mujer participa más 
en política, eso es lo que va a entregar a un país, un país más organizado, un país más limpio y con 
mejores ciudadanos, así de fácil, porque la mujer esa es su especialidad… de limpieza… de adentro,  
de ser honesta, de cuidar mucho lo que hace… tiene temor de perjudicar y eso es lo que hace la mujer, 
la mujer no se abalanza a arañar, yo creo que por el instinto a los hombres no les interesa, ellos no 
tienen sentimientos, la mujer es muy cautelosa para dirigir, yo lo veo desde el punto de vista de la ama 
de casa, la mujer está lista para conducir una gran sociedad, por eso debe participar la mujer, no somos 
conflictivas, las mujeres somos organizadas y somos honestas.’
86   See the introduction of this thesis.
87   Original text: ‘Aquí y es donde sigue la brecha generacional y es algo que he discutido con muchas 
personas; sales del Juvenil, aquí hay un grupo juvenil de los 18 a los 26 años, entonces sales del juvenil 
y los grandes te siguen viendo como joven y no te aceptan, entonces te quedas patinando en el aire, 
entonces tienes que tener como 35 o 36 años cuando te empiezan a tomar en serio y yo veo que eso 
está mal, porque es una de las etapas más productivas, es cuando hay más vigor, la madurez con la 
juventud y desperdiciamos esa década con la gente joven, yo acabo de salir de esta etapa, yo acabo de 
salir del juvenil, tengo 27 años, yo digo que como en un ejército, que la caballería, que el que se mueve 
más rápido y es que un ejército se mueve con diferentes tropas y diferentes números y aquí no, eres 
joven y te tienes que mover con los grandes. Entonces, desaprovechan esta etapa y yo ya no soy tan 
joven y pues estoy tratando de equilibrar mi ocupación; no hay un lugar donde el partido diga aquí te 
invito joven que vienes de juvenil a participar algo en concreto, no hay donde participar.’
88   In 2010 the number of murders was 3,000 according to the general attorney of Chihuahua (CNNMéxico, 
2010).
89   See also Monárrez and Bejarano (2010), who describe the absence of the state and state based 
institutions in fighting feminicides, which pushes for non-state actors to act.
90   See for instance article in the daily mail, ‘Mexican political party chooses first female presidential 
candidate in bid to unite country battered by drug war’, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/
article-2097219/Mexican-political-party-chooses-female-presidential-candidate-Josefina-Vazquez-
Mota.html#ixzz4QhPlAZb8
91   Original text: ‘Discúlpeme señor presidente, pero yo no le puedo decir “¡Bienvenido!” Porque para 
mí no lo es ¿sí? Porque aquí son más de dos años que se están cometiendo asesinatos, que se están 
cometiendo muchas cosas… y no se hace nada.’
92   This chapter is published as an article in the European Journal of Women’s Studies 18(2), 155-168. (Davids, 
2011).
93  This is how Marina begins to tell her story and although I am in charge in representing it Marina is keen 
to control her public image and is very aware of what she wants to tell and what not, having her own 
project with me (see also Berger & Patai, 1991).
94 All transcriptions from Marina’s story are translated from Spanish into English by the author.
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95  See for a more extended discussion on intersectionality the special issue of European Journal of 
Women’s Studies, 13(3), 2006.
96  Held on May 9th 1989. El Nacional published an article based on these discussions (El Nacional, 
suplemento politico, T18 May). Present were: Marina, a female politician of the PRI, the female head  
of the National University (UNAM) trade union and myself.
97  This is not exclusive to Mexico (see, for example, Chaney, 1979; Davids, 2005). Neither is it to Latin 
America as a whole, in Europe also there are plenty of examples of how this image figured and figures 
in (mostly right-wing) politics. The notions attached to the appearance of the Virgin of Guadelupe are 
however unique to Mexico as this is a black version of the Mother Mary which has been crucial in the 
mestizaje and the imaginary around the construction of the Mexican nation.
98  This chapter is published as an article in Women’s Studies International Forum 43, 50-58. (Davids, 2014).
99  I do refer here to women from, what is in the context of Mexico, considered to be a right-wing party, 
the PAN (Partido Acción Nacional), which is characterized as conservative, in particular in relation to 
speciﬁc feminist issues such as the right to abortion, since it is against the legalization thereof.
100  This movement has since been dissolved.
101  At that time, PAN was still in opposition to the then ruling PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional).  
In 2000, PAN won the national election with President Vincente Fox. Since 2012, PAN has again been  
in opposition, since the PRI won the presidential elections.
102  As Mexico does not have a parliamentary system but a republican styled after the US it would be better 
to use representatives and House of Representatives or congress. But a political representative is a 
rather undeﬁned term and can also refer to political positions in a party. Therefore I use the term 
Member of Parliament.
103  Held in Mexico city, the same year we met for the ﬁrst time, in 1989.
104  At the time, the procedure at WOTRO (Scientiﬁc Research in the Tropics, now: NWO-WOTRO Science for 
Global Development), a Dutch fund, was that you had to personally defend your research plan in front 
of a special commission that was to advise WOTRO as to whether or not the research should be funded.
105 See for discussion of this paradigm shift also Davids and van Driel (2002).
106  See for instance: https://www.thegu ardian.com/world/2016/jun/06/turkish-president-erdogan-
childless-women-deficient-incomplete, and http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/
europe/turkey-president-recep-tayyip-erdogan-says-work-for-women-is-no-alternative-to-
motherhood-a7066761.html
107  Although Trump won this elections, the strategy chosen here, emphasizing Hillary Clinton’s identity  
as mother, is still significant.
108  There are some discrepancies between sources about the number of women in parliament According  
to source of the table above, there were 55 women in the parliament during the first three years  
(1988-1991) of Salinas’s administration while Rodriguez (1999) reports a total of 59 women for that  
same period. Also for the second period there is a discrepancy, where Rodriguez reports 44 women  
in parliament, CEAMEG reports 36 women in total.
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Summary 
This thesis investigates the ways in which the notion of motherhood is politicized  
in Mexican politics and what this means for women seeking to participate in politics,  
in particular right-wing women. In Mexico, motherhood is an important part of  
both a cultural and a political gender repertoire. It is one of the archetypical notions  
of femininity, recalling the Virgin de Guadalupe, the Mexican apparition of the  
Virgin Mary. This archetype connotes self-sacrifice, abnegation, the capacity to suffer,  
and moral purity, all of which bear on ideas and norms of motherhood in contemporary 
secular and modern Mexican society. Especially since Mexico’s revolution (1910-1920),  
during the formation of the state and from the struggle for suffrage onwards, 
motherhood has surfaced time and again as a decisive identity marker that is used to 
include or exclude women from the political scene. This study documents how these 
notions of and claims about motherhood influence the political dialogue between 
women and the state. 
The image of motherhood as an important reference for femininity and 
a mobilizing factor for women’s political participation can be recognized in the 
discourses of the ruling party, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), as well  
as in the discourses of both left-wing and right-wing opposition parties. The PRI has 
been the ruling party since the revolution, interrupted only from 2000 to 2016, when 
the right-wing opposition party, the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN), won two successive 
national elections. On the left side of this political spectrum, motherhood gets 
politicized as part of the struggle of mothers who fight for justice for their disappeared 
loved ones, while in the discourses of the PRI and the PAN, the image of motherhood 
figures in state policies and electoral strategies. During the regime of President Salinas 
de Gortari (1988-1994), when this research project started, opposition parties gained 
considerable force. In particular, within the PAN’s discourse the image of motherhood 
stood out, as part of strategies to incorporate women into the political arena.
This thesis answers two related questions: How does motherhood figure 
as a representation of gender in Mexican political discourses, and how do women 
who participate in formal politics, in particular those of the PAN, relate to different 
notions of motherhood? This research shows that notions of motherhood work either 
to constrain or enable women’s political participation, and this is revealed through 
a focus on the more informal side of political participation and boundary making. 
Studying how individual women construct their political identities and subjectivities 
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gives insight into the working of these boundaries as well as the agency women have 
in entering into and manoeuvring within the political arena. In so doing, the thesis 
contributes to knowledge of the construction of gender in politics, the mechanisms  
of power involved, and how to conceptualize these in relation to gender. 
At the same time the study de-essentializes the notion of right-wing women 
as guardians of tradition and eternal values, a conceptualization that is often linked 
to traditional motherhood. To do so a multidimensional perspective on gender is 
applied, one that encompasses representation as well as subjectivity. This gender lens 
captures the dimension of symbolic representation, which includes the norms, values, 
and images of gender; the dimension of institutional and structural practices, which 
includes practical arrangements via structures and institutions in which we move and 
act on a daily basis; and the dimension of individual subjectivities, which includes  
the construction of individual identities, subjectivities, and experiences. To investigate 
gender along these three dimensions, ethnographic research methods are combined 
with biographical methods and discourse analysis. Political subjectivity and agency,  
as related concepts, are foregrounded.
After elaborating the theoretical framework and context for this research and 
introducing the central concepts in chapter one, the thesis presents five publications 
on which this thesis is built. Starting from a consideration of gender and globalization, 
the chapters subsequently zoom in closer and closer on national and regional contexts 
until the final chapter analyses the micro dynamics of agency at work in the life of 
one female PAN politician. This politician functions as a central character throughout 
this thesis. As a multidimensional approach to gender must also analyse the relation 
between researcher and researched, one of the chapters scrutinizes such relations 
within this study, in a self-reflective way. In a sense, the chapters come full circle,  
from motherhood at the global international level, to the national, regional, and local 
level, and, via the micro level of one female politician and the intersubjective relations 
this instigated, back to the international context of the research.
Chapter two uses the ‘gender lens’, to unravel the problematic link between 
gender and globalization. The orthodoxies and dichotomous thinking that underpin 
this link between gender and globalization are deconstructed, and in so doing show 
how various representations of gender are situated at the global/local nexus, often 
figuring as border marker. In this mixture of global, international, and local processes 
of democratization and modernization, motherhood comes to stand for safeguarding 
‘tradition’ and Mexicanness, while at the same time being stretched to represent 
professional and working women and mothers. Modernization and democratization 
processes, and specifically when women enter the public domain of the labour market 
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or politics, have a destabilizing or restructuring effect on the public-private divide  
and therefore on traditional notions of masculinity. In these moments motherhood 
tends to become politically salient, since it is a concept that can articulate men’s  
role as protectors and providers. Certain political representations of motherhood,  
in particular as articulated in the discourse of the PAN, reconcile more traditional 
notions of motherhood with modern ones.
In chapter three this analysis is further elaborated at the level of Mexico’s 
national politics, as it relates to being part of a larger Latin American region. This 
chapter examines how the cultural repertoire of motherhood is entangled with 
Mexico’s national political modernization and democratization project. The struggle 
for suffrage, which started in 1916 with the feminist congresses in Yucatan and lasted 
until 1953, exemplifies how different groups ascribe different characteristics to 
motherhood, variously imagined as pure, self-sacrificing, or protective. These ideas 
about motherhood can be marshalled to opposing ends; the purity of motherhood, 
for example, forms the basis of some pleas to keep women out of politics, in order 
not to corrupt them, and others’ fears of their supposed conservatism and allegiance 
to the clergy. Still others plead with women to enter politics, insisting that women 
are incorruptible and have an inherently democratic spirit. Motherhood can thus be 
politicized in favour of feminist goals of political participation as well as in favour of 
keeping women confined to the private sphere of the home. It is therefore a rather 
pliable notion, being both inclusive and exclusive, and therefore suspect as a possible 
power base for women’s political participation, because it lends itself to being 
articulated in different and often opposite political discourses. 
That motherhood is articulated both in processes of inclusion and exclusion 
of women from politics is not unique to Mexico. There is a certain parallelism is this 
respect among many countries in Latin America concerning how the gender repertoire 
of motherhood surfaces in (re)defining national and political identity or in inspiring 
resistance against authoritarian political regimes. For example, the authoritarian 
regime of Salinas de Gortari (PRI, 1988–1994) was a time of growing opposition 
against the PRI. On the left, Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, candidate for presidency for 
the Revolutionary Labour Party (PRT, Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores), 
politicized her identity as a suffering mother searching for justice for her disappeared 
son. On the right, the PAN was successful in inspiring women to participate in politics 
by appealing to them in their role as mothers and housewives. Although the PAN has 
a firm stance against the legalization of abortion, which implies that motherhood 
is a biological given, the meanings attached to motherhood can be stretched from 
the private to the public and the political arena. As a party seeking to portray itself 
510221-L-bw-Davids
Processed on: 31-5-2017 PDF page: 210
188  |  Summary   
as modern, neoliberal, and pro-business, the politicization of motherhood serves as 
a way to reconcile conservative and religiously inspired notions with modern ones, 
‘smoothing over’ as it were, the private-public divide within the bourgeois family ideal.
Chapter four zooms in on the northern border region of Mexico, where women 
from the PAN articulate motherhood as part of their motivation to become politically 
active. This chapter answers the question: how do female political participants and 
activists of the PAN construct themselves into moral agents by using different notions 
of motherhood? It starts by analysing two different moments when Mother’s Day 
was subject to politicization: the very first celebration of Mother’s Day in 1922 and 
the PRI-organized ‘happiest mother contest’ held on Mother’s Day in 1968. These 
two moments, which reveal a depiction of mothers as self-abnegating and willing to 
sacrifice for their children and husbands, served to soothe a moral panic and uphold  
a notion of masculinity that foregrounds men as providers and caretakers. In so doing, 
the relationship between women and the state was imagined as one between mothers 
and a masculine provider and caretaker. 
The ‘happiest mother contest’ of 1968 was intended by the PRI to counter  
the rising popularity and strength of their main opposition, the PAN. The PAN has a  
rich history of opposition in the northern border region, and women have formed  
an important part of its mobilizing force. Analysing different electoral movements  
in the northern border region, in particular in Ciudad Juarez, it becomes clear that 
women who not belong to the middle and upper class supported the PAN in 1986 
and 1992 in rallying against the PRI and specifically against its fraudulent electoral 
actions. These women referred to their identities as mothers as part of their motivation 
to become activists and to participate in politics. These PAN activists also included 
middle- and upper-class women, among them a substantial number also inspired  
by Catholicism, who considered motherhood to be the core of their identity. The PAN 
was very keen in extending motherhood from the private domain to the public sphere 
of politics, and was successful in mobilizing women on the basis of that premise.  
But for the women involved it was part of their genuine motivation. The articulation  
of motherhood as part of their political subjectivities and identities gave them  
the possibility of constructing themselves as legitimate political participants. 
The notions of motherhood as articulated by the PAN over time have varied  
in their success in appealing to and mobilizing women. In 2013, after the PAN had won 
the national elections in 2000 and in 2006, there was little left of the broad women’s 
activist movement. Shifting patterns in the institutional dimension of political 
participation and gender construction were accompanied by shifting articulations of 
motherhood. The PAN failed in formulating an answer to the hardships many women, 
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especially in the working classes, faced in bringing up their children while working, 
or in encountering violence and a rise in feminicidios. In 2013 there was still a group of 
women active on behalf of the PAN who articulated the same ideals about motherhood 
as did their earlier counterparts’ campaigns. But there were also other women who did 
not subscribe to those ideals of motherhood, although they set out to help women as 
mothers, to help them in the fight to get daycare for their children and to fight against 
the impunity of the murder of their daughters. Here motherhood was also politicized, 
as part of civil society organizations, protesting against the authorities and failing 
politics. The different cases in chapter four show how individual women negotiate  
the archetypical image of motherhood in order to construct a political subjectivity,  
and how this can vary substantially. 
Chapter five zooms further in on how this notion is negotiated at the subject 
dimension of gender. This chapter examines how agency is manifested in the way 
a Mexican right-wing female politician repeats, negotiates, and to a certain extent 
subverts the structures of her party’s discourse. Often agency is only recognized as 
agency when it goes against the norms, within a larger framework of an opposition  
of structure and agency and, relatedly, compliance and resistance. Yet it is important 
not to get stuck in such dichotomies or essentialize these women as cultural dupes.  
In order to deconstruct such dichotomies, this chapter analyses the life history of 
Marina, a female PAN politician, who did and still does project motherhood as basis  
for political participation, using her words and speeches as text in context. 
Textual analysis, looking at the manifest level of the text but also at its structure, 
makes intelligible how Marina plays with supposed contradictions of following tradition 
and being ‘self-made’. On the one hand Marina feels that her political participation was 
almost ‘inherited’, as she says, but on the other it is also due to her own decisions and 
actions. She is – and, she wants us to believe, we are all – subject to a force, a natural 
or moral flow, which she sometimes calls ‘evolution’, while simultaneously being able 
to direct the course of its path according to her wishes and interests. This playing with 
simultaneously being subjected to bigger processes while being an agent in her own 
right is crucial to the way in which Marina constructs her agency; there is a pattern in 
which she derails the repetition of one story in the direction of another story that she 
also wants to tell. This play is encoded in the structure of her texts, which displays 
a tension between the construct-driven character of the narrative structure and the 
‘naturalness’ of the content she relates. This ‘naturalness’ is constructed by design, 
conveying a social and political identity that projects the political PAN background 
and tradition as righteous and just, while, at the same time, not leaving the outcome 
to tradition but rather taking it firmly into her own hands. It is as if she were weaving 
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a tapestry in the colours of sameness, naturalness, and tradition, with the contrasting 
colour of her modern individualism and self-made image constantly shimmering 
through. The naturalness that has to be created is the naturalness of being in a political 
space in which it is not so natural for women to be. As a single woman with no children, 
at an early stage of her career, she creates for herself room to manoeuvre in the political 
arena without endangering her femininity or her decency. 
Although Marina repeats her party’s discourse on the ideals on femininity 
and family, something else happens besides a mere repetition. In negotiating this 
discourse, she repeats her party’s ideals in such a way that she stretches the meaning 
of motherhood from one that is essentialized to a moral one. She does not blatantly 
resist the ideals of her party, but she rattles its cages. She subverts the discourse on 
motherhood in so far as she negotiates and rearticulates it as a moral notion that  
does not confine women to the private sphere of the home but instead safeguards 
their decency in the public realm by claiming that women can purify a corrupt political 
world. In this speech act her agency becomes tangible. 
This analysis, though, could not have been made if I had not overcome my  
own difficulties in relation to right-wing women, which prevented me from seeing 
their agency. A multidimensional approach to gender must also include analysis of the 
relation between researcher and researched and how agency is constructed as part of 
that relation. In chapter six, I investigate how my engagement in this research colours 
my understanding of agency. In deconstructing my rather negative stance toward 
right-wing women, it becomes clear how my own situatedness as a researcher affected 
my theoretical understanding and my understanding of the Mexican context. Through 
making myself vulnerable and scrutinizing my own presumptions, the importance  
of self-reflexivity as crucial part of feminist knowledge production becomes clear.
I reflect on how my vision was coloured by the theoretical developments and 
feminist ideals that were part of the academic practice to which I belonged, resulting 
in an ever-present, but latent, wish to discover in every woman some sign of resistance 
to the status quo, however deeply buried under layers of everyday concerns and 
compromises. Detecting acquiescence can lead to women being depicted as cultural 
dupes or mere pawns in a male-dominated political game. Since Marina’s agency, and 
that of other PAN women, was not expressed as overt resistance, I fell into the trap of, 
albeit unconsciously, seeing them as cultural dupes. It was only through the process 
of textual analysis that I discovered what Marina’s agency was about. Textual analysis 
offers standardized methods and techniques to grapple with texts but also invites a kind 
of self-reflexivity, creating a continuous dynamic of interpretation that moves from text 
to context and in and between different worlds. In this case, analysis and interpretation 
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involved not only the Mexican context but also the international academic world of 
theorizing. 
In chapter seven, the conclusion, the advantages of working with the gender 
lens as an analytical tool are, based on the outcomes of the earlier chapters, further 
elaborated. Applying the gender lens revealed how processes of in- and exclusion, 
based on motherhood, are the joined effect of disciplining discourses and the agency 
effected in the construction of subjectivities. This lens helps to make intelligible how 
representations of gender, in this case motherhood, are often presented as essentialist 
and fixed truths, but are actually deconstructed and reconstructed in everyday 
political practice. In this way, PAN women, in politicizing their own motherhood and 
motherhood in general, create room to manoeuvre between what is represented as 
proper notions of femininity within a specific context and what is representable as 
femininity. In moving between the represented and representable the agency of these 
women becomes apparent, demonstrating that there is agency invested in upholding 
the norm and not only in subverting it.
Since what is represented and representable varies according to context, the 
gender lens is a valuable instrument that can be applied in many different situations, 
while avoiding ethnocentrism and pre-given interpretations of gender. Avoiding 
ethnocentrism however is also dependent on the researcher; both the agency of the 
researched and that of the researcher are enacted through the intersubjective power 
relations involved in the research. 
Applying the gender lens revealed that the representation of motherhood  
has been of great historical importance in shaping the dialogue between women  
and the state in Mexico, determining the limits between how femininity is represented 
and how femininity is representable, inside and outside the realm of politics.  
The extension of motherhood from the private, domestic domain into the public, 
national sphere is turned into governmentality, offering women the possibility of 
constructing themselves as moral agents in the political realm. Whether stemming  
from lower- or upper-class women, it is often the conviction and idea that women  
as mothers have the interest of others, especially their children, at heart that stimulates 
their participation and gets politicized. It is a tenacious and repetitious notion that 
surfaces and resurfaces in particular at key shifts, and that has solidified into what  
I label a rhetorical trope, which is attributed different notions according to time,  
space, and context. Articulated in divergent political discourses, this trope is subject  
to a politics of representation in which it can be rhetorically attributed a multitude  
of different notions, all with very real consequences.
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Since this trope keeps on functioning as a vital pivot in the public-private divide, 
it surfaces especially at moments in which that divide is contested or in some way under 
threat of reconfiguration. This holds true not only for Mexico but also in other national 
contexts; in particular in authoritarian regimes, motherhood figures as vehicle of  
(re)masculinization and binds men to the state. Just recently Turkey’s President Erdogan, 
for example, publicly claimed that a woman who rejects her motherhood is deficient 
and incomplete. In other contexts motherhood is politicized as a part of a strategy 
to incorporate women into politics in ways that are not threatening for men; Hillary 
Clinton’s daughter Chelsea, for example, claimed that because Clinton was such a good 
mother and grandmother, she would be a good president. With help of the gender  
lens these very different contexts can be studied in comparative perspective to analyse  
how the notion of motherhood marks the private-public divide and sets boundaries  
for women, and how women negotiate these boundaries. Motherhood continues  
to be a rich source for further feminist inquiry.
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Samenvatting 
Deze thesis onderzoekt de manier waarop moederschap in de Mexicaanse politiek 
gepolitiseerd is, en wat dit betekent voor individuele, met name rechtse, politieke 
vrouwen. Moederschap is in Mexico een belangrijk onderdeel van het culturele maar 
ook politieke gender-repertoire. Het is een van de archetypische noties met betrekking 
tot vrouwelijkheid, die refereert aan de Mexicaanse verschijning van de maagd Maria; 
de Maagd van Guadalupe, connotaties zoals zelfopoffering, het vermogen om te lijden 
en morele puurheid zijn verbonden aan dit archetype. Al deze connotaties hebben  
nog steeds een impact op de hedendaagse ideeën met betrekking tot moederschap  
in de seculiere en moderne Mexicaanse samenleving. Vooral sinds de Mexicaanse 
revolutie (1910-1920) – tijdens de formatie van de Mexicaanse natiestaat en de strijd  
om het vrouwenkiesrecht – komt moederschap steeds opnieuw aan de oppervlakte  
als een beslissende ‘identity marker’, die wordt gebruikt om vrouwen in- of uit 
te sluiten van het politieke toneel. Deze studie documenteert de manier waarop 
moederschap de politieke dialoog tussen vrouwen en de staat beïnvloedt.
Het beeld van moederschap als een belangrijke referentie voor vrouwelijkheid 
en als een mobiliserende factor in de politieke participatie van vrouwen is zichtbaar  
in het discours van de regeringspartij, de PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), 
maar speelt ook een rol in de discoursen van zowel de rechtse als linkse oppositie-
partijen. De PRI is sinds haar oprichting na de revolutie aan het bewind geweest, slechts 
onderbroken door de periode 2000-2016, toen de rechtse oppositiepartij PAN (Partido 
Acción Nacional) tweemaal achter elkaar de verkiezingen won. Ter linkerzijde van het 
politieke spectrum wordt moederschap gepolitiseerd als onderdeel van een strijd die 
moeders leveren om gerechtigheid te krijgen in relatie tot de verdwijningen van hun 
familieleden, terwijl in het discours van de PRI en de PAN het beeld van moederschap 
voornamelijk verschijnt als onderdeel van overheidspolitiek en van electorale 
strategieën. Tijdens het regime van president Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994), toen  
dit onderzoeksproject startte, wonnen oppositiepartijen aan macht. Vooral binnen  
het discours van de oppositiepartij PAN viel op dat dit moederschapsbeeld werd 
gebruikt om vrouwen te incorporeren in de politieke arena. 
Deze thesis beantwoordt de volgende twee gerelateerde onderzoeksvragen:  
hoe figureert moederschap als een representatie van gender in de Mexicaanse politieke 
discoursen en hoe verhouden vrouwen die participeren in formele politiek, en specifiek 
die van de PAN, zich tot verschillende noties van moederschap?
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Het onderzoek laat zien dat noties van moederschap zowel figureren in 
het faciliteren als het beperken van politieke participatie van vrouwen. Dit wordt 
bewerkstelligd door een focus op de meer informele kant van politieke participatie  
en de barrières die daarin worden opgeworpen. Door de manier te bestuderen waarop 
individuele vrouwen hun politieke identiteit en subjectiviteit construeren, wordt 
inzicht verkregen in zowel de werking van deze barrières, als ook in de ‘agency’  
van deze vrouwen; een agency die blijkt uit de manier waarop ze hun eigen toegang  
tot de politieke arena en een eigen manoeuvreerruimte verwerven. Op die manier  
wil deze thesis bijdragen aan kennis over de constructie van gender in politiek,  
de machtsmechanismen die daarbij betrokken zijn, en hoe die geconceptualiseerd  
kunnen worden in relatie tot gender. 
Bovendien dient het beeld van rechtse vrouwen als bewaaksters van de 
traditie – met haar eeuwige waarden die vaak op essentialistische wijze gelinkt 
zijn aan moederschap – te worden gedeconstrueerd. Om dat te bereiken is een 
multidimensional perspectief op gender toegepast, dat zowel het denken in termen  
van ‘representatie’ als in termen van ‘subjectiviteit’ omarmt. Politieke subjectiviteit  
en agency worden als aan elkaar gerelateerde concepten naar voren gehaald.  
Op die manier wordt een driedimensionale ‘gender-lens’ ontwikkeld, die bestaat 
uit de dimensie van symbolische representatie (die refereert aan normen, waarden 
en beelden van gender), de dimensie van institutionele en structurele praktijken 
(die refereert aan structuren en praktische arrangementen waarin we bewegen 
en acteren op dagelijkse basis), en de dimensie van individuele subjectiviteit (die 
verwijst naar de constructie van individuele identiteiten en ervaringen). Om gender 
te kunnen onderzoeken op deze drie dimensies worden etnografische en biografische 
researchmethoden gecombineerd met discoursanalyse, als een tekst-in-context- 
benadering.
Na in hoofdstuk een het conceptuele en contextuele raamwerk van de centrale 
researchvraag te hebben uitgewerkt, vervolgt de thesis met de presentatie van de 
vijf publicaties waarop deze thesis is gebouwd. Startend vanuit een perspectief op 
globalisering zullen de verschillende hoofdstukken achtereenvolgens inzoomen op 
nationale en regionale contexten, om uiteindelijk de micro-dynamiek van ‘agency’  
in het leven van een vrouwelijke PAN-politica te analyseren. Deze politica figureert  
als een centraal karakter in de thesis. De multidimensionale benadering van gender 
omvat ook de relatie tussen de onderzoekster en de onderzochten. Om die reden  
is een van de vijf publicaties waarop deze thesis is gebaseerd ook gewijd aan een 
zorgvuldig zelf-reflexief onderzoek naar de relatie tussen de onderzoekster en de 
onderzochte. Op die manier vormen de verschillende hoofdstukken van deze thesis 
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een cirkel, door moederschap eerst vanuit het mondiale, internationale level te bezien, 
om daarna naar het nationale, regionale, en lokale niveau te kijken, en dan, via het 
microniveau van het leven van een politica en de intersubjectieve onderzoek relaties, 
terug te komen naar de internationale context van dit onderzoek.
Hoofdstuk twee gebruikt de multidimensionale benadering van gender om  
de problematische link tussen gender en globalisering te ontwarren. De verschillende 
orthodoxieën en dichotome manieren van denken waarop de problematische relatie 
tussen gender en globalisering steunt, worden gedeconstrueerd. Met behulp van  
de gender-lens laat dit hoofdstuk zien hoe gender-representaties gesitueerd zijn  
op de ‘global-local’-as en vaak figureren als een grensmarkering tussen het globale,  
het internationale en het lokale en particuliere.
Het wordt duidelijk dat moederschap – in deze mix van internationale, globale 
en lokale tendensen van democratisering en modernisering – moederschap traditie 
en de ‘Mexicaansheid’ moet garanderen. Terwijl moederschap tegelijkertijd wordt 
opgerekt om professionele werkende vrouwen en moeders te representeren. De 
politieke representaties van moederschap, vooral zoals ze gearticuleerd worden in 
het PAN-discours, verzoenen traditionele noties van moederschap met moderne. 
Modernisering en democratisering hebben, als onderdeel van globalisering, een 
destabiliserend of herstructurerend effect op het traditionele onderscheid tussen 
het publieke en privé domein. Traditionele beelden van mannelijkheid worden 
ondergraven op het moment dat vrouwen het publieke domein van de arbeidsmarkt 
en de politiek betreden. Het zijn juist vaak deze momenten waarop moederschap 
gepolitiseerd wordt, omdat het een beeld is dat de mannelijke rol van beschermer 
opnieuw kan helpen installeren. 
In hoofdstuk drie wordt deze analyse verder uitgewerkt op het niveau van 
de Mexicaanse nationale politiek in relatie tot Mexico als onderdeel van de Latijns- 
Amerikaanse regio. Dit hoofdstuk onderzoekt hoe het culturele repertoire met 
betrekking tot moederschap is verstrengeld met Mexico’s politieke moderniserings- 
en democratiseringsproject. Gedurende deze strijd, die in 1916 begon met de 
feministische congressen in Yucatan en die tot 1953 duurde, zien we hoe verschillende 
connotaties aan moederschap worden toegeschreven door verschillende groepen  
die refereren aan de archetypische kenmerken van moederschap zoals zelfopoffering 
en morele puurheid. Deze karakteristieken van moederschap werden gemanipuleerd 
en gepolitiseerd als onderdeel van pogingen om vrouwen buiten de politiek te houden, 
ofwel omdat men hen niet wilde corrumperen, ofwel omdat men bang was voor een 
hen toegeschreven conservatisme en sterke gehechtheid aan de kerk. Aan de andere 
kant werden, tegelijkertijd, op basis van dezelfde toegeschreven karakteristieken,  
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en als onderdeel van een pleidooi om hen wel toe te laten in politieke rollen,  
noties aan vrouwen toegeschreven als zouden zij inherent democratisch en niet  
te corrumperen zijn. Als beeld kan moederschap dus worden gebruikt ter onder-
steuning van feminisme en politieke participatie, maar ook ter ondersteuning van 
een conservatieve strategie die hen in de private sfeer van het huis wil opsluiten. 
Moederschap is daarom een tamelijk flexibele representatie van vrouwelijkheid,  
dat zowel exclusief als inclusief is, en daarmee een dubieuze machtsbasis voor  
de politieke participatie van vrouwen, vooral omdat het zich leent voor articulatie  
in verschillende en vaak oppositionele politieke discoursen.
Dat het beeld van moederschap gearticuleerd wordt in zowel processen van in- 
en uitsluiting van vrouwen in de politiek is niet uniek voor Mexico. Er zijn paralellen  
te trekken tussen verschillende landen in Latijns-Amerika met betrekking tot de manier  
waarop het gender-repertoire rond moederschap opkomt bij het herdefiniëren van 
nationale en politieke identiteiten of ter inspiratie van verzet tegen autoritaire politieke 
regimes. Bijvoorbeeld het autoritaire regime van Salinas de Gortari (PRI, 1988-1994), 
was, zoals al eerder vermeld, een tijd van groeiende oppositie tegen de PRI. Ter linker-
zijde politiseerde Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, presidentskandidate voor de Revolutionaire 
Arbeiders Partij (PRT, Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores), haar identiteit als 
lijdende moeder, op zoek naar gerechtigheid voor haar vermiste zoon.  
 Ter rechterzijde was de PAN succesvol bij het aansporen van vrouwen om te 
participeren in de politiek, door te verwijzen naar hun rol als moeders en huisvrouwen. 
Hoewel de PAN zich fel uitspreekt tegen de legalisering van abortus, hetgeen impliceert 
dat moederschap als een biologisch gegeven wordt beschouwd, wordt de betekenis  
van moederschap niet beperkt tot het privédomein maar opgerekt om betekenis te 
krijgen in publieke sfeer van de politieke arena. Deze politisering van moederschap 
dient bij de PAN, die zichzelf als modern en neoliberaal wil afficheren, als een manier 
om conservatieve en religieus geïnspireerde noties te verzoenen met moderne.  
Daarbij wordt de tegenstelling tussen het private en publieke domein, als onderdeel 
van het bourgeois familieideaal, weggemoffeld. 
Hoofdstuk vier zoomt in op de noordelijke grensregio van Mexico, waar vrouwen 
van de PAN moederschap articuleren als onderdeel van hun motivatie om politiek actief 
te worden. Dit hoofdstuk beantwoordt de vraag hoe vrouwelijke politieke participanten 
en activisten van de PAN zichzelf als ‘morele actoren’ construeren via het gebruik van 
verschillende noties van moederschap. Het hoofdstuk begint met een analyse van twee 
verschillende momenten in de politieke geschiedenis van Mexico, waarin Moederdag 
gepolitiseerd werd: de viering van de eerste Moederdag in 1922, en de door de PRI 
georganiseerder verkiezing van de ‘Gelukkigste Moeder’ gevierd op Moederdag 1968 
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in Tijuana. Uit beide momenten wordt duidelijk hoe de nadruk op en reproductie 
van het moederschapsbeeld via connotaties als zelfopoffering en puurheid, ingezet 
wordt om morele paniek te sussen, en hoe daarmee tegelijkertijd mannelijkheid 
wordt geconstrueerd als kostwinnerschap. Op deze manier wordt de dialoog tussen 
vrouwen en de staat voorgesteld als een verhouding tussen moeders en mannelijke 
kostwinnaars.
De verkiezing door de PRI van de gelukkigste Moeder in 1968 was bedoeld  
als een poging om de stijgende populariteit van de PAN als belangrijkste oppositiepartij 
te keren. De PAN kent een rijke geschiedenis van oppositievoeren, waarbij vrouwen 
een belangrijk aandeel vormden van de mobiliserende kracht van de PAN. Door het 
besturen van verschillende electorale bewegingen in de noordelijke grensregio,  
vooral in Ciudad Juarez, wordt duidelijk dat ook vrouwen die niet tot de traditionele 
(hogere) middenklasse behoren de PAN steunden in de electorale strijd tegen de PRI  
in 1986 en 1992, in het bijzonder tegen de frauduleuze verkiezingsacties van de PRI.  
Deze vrouwen refereren aan hun identiteit als moeder als motivatie voor hun politiek 
activisme. De beweging van vrouwelijke PAN-activistes omvat ook vrouwen wier 
families tot de (hogere) middenklasse behoren, en waarvan een substantieel aandeel 
ook door het katholicisme is geïnspireerd, dat moederschap als de kern van de vrouwe-
lijke identiteit beschouwd. De PAN was handig in het strategisch extrapoleren van 
moederschap van de private naar de publieke sfeer van de politiek, en mobiliseerde 
vrouwen succesvol op basis van dit uitgangspunt. Voor de betrokken vrouwen is dit 
echter onderdeel van hun oprechte motivatie. De articulatie van moederschap als 
onderdeel van hun politieke subjectiviteit en identiteit geeft hen de mogelijkheid  
om zichzelf als legitieme politieke participanten te construeren.   
De noties van moederschap zoals die door de PAN door de tijd heen gearticu-
leerd zijn, variëren in de mate waarin ze succes hadden om vrouwen te mobiliseren 
en aan te trekken. In 2013, nadat de PAN de verkiezingen van 2000 en 2006 had 
gewonnen, leek er weinig over van de brede beweging van vrouwenactivisme binnen 
de PAN. Schuivende patronen binnen de institutionele dimensie van politieke 
participatie en gender-constructie gaan samen met verschuivingen in de articulaties 
rond moederschap. De PAN schoot te kort in het formuleren van antwoorden op actuele 
problemen waarmee veel vrouwen zich geconfronteerd zien, vooral ten aanzien van 
vrouwen uit de werkende klasse, die problemen met de opvoeding van hun kinderen 
ondervinden omdat ze werk en zorg moeten combineren en tegelijkertijd met geweld 
en de groeiende problematiek van feminicidios geconfronteerd worden. In 2013 was er nog 
een groep van vrouwen vanuit de PAN actief die dezelfde idealen rond moederschap 
articuleerden als die uit de campagnes van de jaren negentig. Maar er waren ook 
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vrouwen actief die deze idealen niet meer onderschreven. Zij probeerden vrouwen 
als moeders te helpen in het oplossen van hun dagelijkse problemen; als moeders 
die moeten vechten voor dagopvang voor hun kinderen, en die vechten tegen de 
straffeloosheid in relatie tot de moorden op hun dochters. Hier wordt moederschap 
ook gepolitiseerd, maar nu in de context van ‘civil society’-organisaties die protesteren 
tegen falende autoriteiten en politici. De verschillende cases uit hoofdstuk vier 
illustreren de verschillende manieren waarop individuele vrouwen onderhandelen  
over het archetypische beeld van moederschap – om zo hun politieke subjectiviteit  
te construeren – en hoe dit kan variëren.
Hoofdstuk vijf gaat verder in op de manier waarop over de notie van moeder-
schap wordt onderhandeld vanuit de subject dimensie van gender. Dit hoofdstuk 
beantwoordt de vraag hoe agency zich manifesteert in de manier waarop een 
Mexicaanse rechtse vrouwelijke politica tegelijkertijd over de structuren van het 
gender-discours van haar partij onderhandelt, deze herhaalt én tot op zekere hoogte ook 
ondermijnt. Vaak wordt agency alleen (h)erkend wanneer het ingaat tegen de bestaande 
(traditionele) gender-normen. Agency wordt dan in een dichotomie ‘geframed’, waar- 
in structuren en subjectief ‘actorschap’ tegenover elkaar komen te staan, waarbij de 
politieke ruimte om te onderhandelen lijkt te worden teruggebracht tot de keuze 
tussen medeplichtigheid en verzet. Vooral wanneer men rechtse vrouwen bestudeert 
is het belangrijk om niet in deze dichotomie verstrikt te raken, waardoor deze vrouwen 
te gemakkelijk ‘ge-essentialiseerd’ worden als culturele slachtoffers. Om dit soort 
dichotomieën te kunnen deconstrueren wordt in dit hoofdstuk het levensverhaal 
van een van de vrouwelijke PAN politica’s, Marina, geanalyseerd; een vrouw die het 
moederschapsbeeld als basis voor haar politieke participatie hanteert. Dit gebeurt  
via een discoursanalyse – een tekst-in-context-benadering – van haar narratieven.
Door een tekstanalyse toe te passen, en dus naar zowel naar het manifeste 
niveau van haar tekst, als ook naar de structuur en de context ervan te kijken, wordt 
inzichtelijk hoe Marina speelt met de veronderstelde tegenstelling tussen het volgen 
van een traditie en de poging een ‘self made’ vrouw te zijn. Aan de ene kant voelt 
Marina dat haar politieke participatie bijna een ‘erfenis’ is van de traditie van haar 
ouders, zoals ze zegt. Aan de andere kant stelt zij dat ze ook dankzij haar eigen 
beslissing en acties een politica is geworden. Ze is – zoals ze graag wil doen geloven –   
onderhevig aan een ‘kracht’, een natuurlijke en morele beweging, die ze op andere 
momenten een ‘evolutie’ noemt, terwijl ze tezelfdertijd claimt in dat proces te 
kunnen interveniëren om zo de richting ervan te bepalen volgens haar eigen wensen 
en interesses. Dit spel waarin zij tegelijkertijd erkent onderhevig te zijn aan grotere 
processen en ook claimt actor te zijn, is cruciaal voor de manier waarop Marina haar 
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agency construeert; in een repetitie, die ze vrijwillig en bewust of onbewust ook 
ontregelt richting een ander verhaal dat ze ook wil vertellen. Dit spel is gecodeerd  
in de structuur van haar tekst, en uit zich als een spanning tussen het geconstrueerde 
karakter van de tekststructuur enerzijds en de ‘natuurlijkheid’ van de inhoud van het 
vertelde anderzijds. Deze ‘natuurlijkheid’ is geconstrueerd, en onthult aan de ene kant 
een politieke identiteit die de politieke achtergrond en traditie van de PAN poneert 
als de enig juiste, terwijl ze tegelijkertijd laat zien dat ze haar lot niet aan alleen aan 
de traditie overlaat maar het stevig in eigen hand neemt. Het is alsof ze een tapijt 
aan het weven is van op elkaar lijkende kleuren van natuurlijkheid en traditie, waar 
echter de contrasterende kleuren doorheen schijnen van haar moderne individualisme 
en haar ‘self made’ imago. De natuurlijkheid die hier moet worden gecreëerd is die 
van het vanzelfsprekend toebehoren aan een politieke ruimte die helemaal niet zo 
vanzelfsprekend toebehoort aan vrouwen. Als alleenstaande vrouw zonder kinderen, 
wat ze was in het beginstadium van haar politieke carrière, heeft Marina zich een ruimte 
om te manoeuvreren in de politieke arena geschapen die niet bedreigend is voor haar 
vrouwelijkheid en seksuele integriteit. 
Wat duidelijk wordt uit deze analyse is dat Marina weliswaar herkenbaar het 
discours van haar partij repeteert ten aanzien van de idealen rond vrouwelijkheid  
en familie, maar dat er ook iets anders gebeurt. In haar onderhandeling met dit 
discours repeteert Marina de partij-idealen op zo’n manier dat ze de betekenis en  
de connotatie van moederschap oprekt van een essentiële naar een morele. Ze verzet 
zich niet openlijk tegen de idealen van haar partij, maar ze rammelt als het ware wel 
aan de fundamenten. Marina ondermijnt het discours over moederschap voor zover 
ze moederschap omvormt in een morele notie die vrouwen niet naar de private sfeer 
van het huis terugverwijst, maar wel haar seksuele integriteit waarborgt in de publieke 
ruimte, door te claimen dat vrouwen de corrupte politieke wereld kunnen zuiveren.  
Via dit soort van ‘taaldaden’ wordt Marina’s agency voelbaar.
Deze analyse zou echter nooit gemaakt kunnen zijn, als ik niet eerst mijn eigen 
problemen met rechtse vrouwen doorgewerkt had, die mij ervan weerhielden om 
hun agency te zien en te (h)erkennen. De gelaagde benadering van gender omvat ook 
de analyse van de relatie tussen de onderzoeker en de onderzochte, en hoe agency 
geconstrueerd wordt als onderdeel van die relatie. Daarom is hoofdstuk zes gewijd  
aan het zelf-reflexieve onderzoek van de relatie tussen de onderzoekster en  
de onderzochte. In dit hoofdstuk onderzoek ik hoe mijn engagement in dit onderzoek  
mijn begrip van agency kleurt. Door mijn tamelijk negatieve visie op rechtse vrouwen  
te deconstrueren, wordt duidelijk hoe mijn eigen gesitueerdheid als onderzoekster 
mijn theoretische begrip en die van de Mexicaanse context kleurde. Door mezelf 
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kwetsbaar te maken, door mijn eigen vooronderstellingen te bevragen, wordt 
het belang van zelfreflexiviteit als een cruciaal onderdeel van feministische 
kennisproductie duidelijk. 
In hoofdstuk zes reflecteer ik daarom op de manier waarop theoretische 
ontwikkelingen en feministische idealen die een belangrijk onderdeel van de 
academische praktijk vormen waartoe ik behoor, mijn visie kleurden. Dit resulteerde 
in een altijd aanwezige maar latente wens om in elke vrouw een teken van weerstand 
of een afdruk van een – weliswaar onder diepe lagen van alledaagse compromissen 
begraven – rebelse geest te vinden, die zich verzet tegen de status quo, of minstens 
tegen een deel daarvan. Het werd mij duidelijk dat, bezien vanuit die feministische 
idealen, een gebrek aan verzet, zoals ik dat detecteerde bij rechtse politica’s, ertoe 
leidde dat deze vrouwen ook gemakkelijk als culturele slachtoffers en pionnen binnen 
een door mannen gedomineerd politiek spel kunnen worden gezien. Aangezien de 
agency van Marina, maar ook die van andere PAN-vrouwen zich niet manifesteerde 
als een vorm van openlijk verzet, zag ik hen aanvankelijk weliswaar onbewust, als 
‘cultural dupes’. Alleen dankzij het proces van tekstanalyse ontdekte ik waar precies 
Marina’s agency uit bestond. Een tekstanalyse biedt specifieke gestandaardiseerde 
methoden en technieken om te teksten te ontleden, terwijl er tegelijkertijd een 
soort van zelf-reflexiviteit is ingebouwd in het proces. Aangezien het een continue 
dynamiek van interpretatie vereist, die verschuift van tekst naar context, beweegt deze 
vorm van analyse zich tussen twee werelden; in dit geval tussen de Mexicaanse en de 
internationale academische wereld van theorievorming, en tussen de institutionele  
en mijn Nederlandse leefwereld.
In hoofdstuk zeven, de conclusie, worden de voordelen van het werken  
met de gender-lens als een analytische tool verder uitgewerkt, gebaseerd op de 
gezamenlijke uitkomsten uit de verschillende hoofdstukken. Het toepassen van  
de gender-lens maakte inzichtelijk hoe processen van in- en uitsluiting, gebaseerd  
op moederschap, het gezamenlijk effect zijn van disciplinerende discoursen en van  
de agency die geïnvesteerd wordt in de constructie van individuele subjectiviteiten. 
Deze lens helpt om te verhelderen hoe representaties van gender, zoals in dit geval 
die van moederschap, vaak gepresenteerd worden als essentialistische en vaststaande 
waarheden, maar tegelijkertijd gedeconstrueerd en gereconstrueerd worden in de 
politieke praktijk van alledag. PAN-vrouwen, die participeren in de politiek, creëren  
op deze manier, door hun eigen moederschap – en moederschap in het algemeen –  
te politiseren, een ruimte om te manoeuvreren tussen wat gepresenteerd wordt  
als geaccepteerde representaties van vrouwelijkheid binnen een specifieke context, 
en wat representeerbaar is als vrouwelijkheid. Door te bewegen tussen datgene wat 
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gerepresenteerd is en het representeerbare wordt de ‘agency’ van deze vrouwen 
zichtbaar, en daarmee ook dat agency geïnvesteerd wordt in het naleven of handhaven 
van de norm, en niet alleen in het ondermijnen ervan.
Aangezien datgene wat gerepresenteerd wordt en datgene van representeerbaar 
is varieert al naar gelang de context waarin verschillende vrouwen zich bevinden, is 
de gender-lens een waardevol instrument dat kan worden toegepast in verschillende 
contexten, terwijl het helpt om etnocentrisme en vooraf gegeven interpretaties van 
gender te voorkomen. Etnocentrisme voorkomen echter, hangt af van de onderzoeker 
die eveneens beweegt tussen het gerepresenteerde en het representeerbare. Zowel de 
‘agency’ van de onderzochte als die van de onderzoeker werken via de intersubjectieve 
machtsrelaties waarin onderzoek altijd verwikkeld is. 
Toepassing van de gender-lens onthulde dat de representatie van moederschap 
van groot historisch belang is geweest in de dialoog tussen vrouwen en de Mexicaanse 
staat, en in het bepalen van de grenzen waarbinnen vrouwelijkheid gerepresenteerd 
wordt, en in hoeverre vrouwelijkheid representeerbaar is, binnen en buiten het 
politieke domein. Deze extrapolatie van moederschap van de private naar de publieke 
en de nationale sfeer is een ‘governmentality’ geworden en biedt vrouwen de 
mogelijkheid om zichzelf te construeren als morele actoren in het politieke domein.  
Of ze nu wel of niet van de lagere of hogere klassen afkomstig zijn, het is vaak het 
idee en de overtuiging dat vrouwen als moeders het belang van anderen voorop 
hebben, in het bijzonder dat van hun kinderen, wat hun participatie stimuleert en 
wordt gepolitiseerd. Het is een hardnekkig en vaak herhaald beeld dat steeds opnieuw 
opkomt op specifieke momenten waarin belangrijke verschuivingen plaatsvinden; 
een beeld dat gestold is tot wat ik heb gelabeld als een ‘retorische trope’, waaraan 
verschillende betekenissen worden toegekend, afhankelijk van tijd, plaats en context. 
De term trope vangt in mijn ogen de beeldende en discursieve kracht van dit beeld 
welke in verschillende politieke discoursen, van links tot rechts, verschillende 
connotaties krijgt toegedicht die echter zeer werkelijke consequenties hebben.
Aangezien deze trope blijft functioneren als een cruciale spil in het onderscheid 
tussen het publieke en het private domein, duikt ze specifiek op tijdens momenten 
waarop dat onderscheid wordt aangevochten, of op een of andere manier geherstruc-
tureerd dreigt te worden. Dit geldt niet alleen voor Mexico, ook in andere nationale 
contexten, speciaal door autoritaire regimes, wordt moederschap als een vehikel 
gebruikt voor (re-)masculinisatie en om mannen aan de staat te binden. Voorbeelden 
hiervan kunnen recentelijk worden gevonden in bijvoorbeeld de woorden van de Turkse 
president Erdogan, die publiekelijk claimde dat een vrouw die het moederschap afwijst, 
tekortschiet en incompleet is. 
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In andere contexten duikt de moederschaps-trope op om te worden 
gepolitiseerd als onderdeel van strategieën die als doel hebben, om vrouwen op 
zodanige wijze in de politieke arena te incorporeren dat het niet bedreigend is voor 
mannen. Een recent voorbeeld daarvan is de manier waarop Hillary Clinton, tijdens  
haar electorale presidentscampagne, door haar dochter Chelsea werd gepromoot.  
Deze claimde dat Hillary Clinton een goede president zou worden, omdat ze zo’n  
goede moeder en grootmoeder is. 
Met behulp van de gender-lens kunnen deze zeer verschillende contexten 
worden bestudeerd in een vergelijkend perspectief, met de bedoeling om te  
analyseren hoe noties rond moederschap het onderscheid tussen publiek en privé 
markeert en grenzen opwerpt voor vrouwen, terwijl tegelijkertijd onderzocht kan 
worden hoe vrouwen deze grenzen onderhandelen. Moederschap blijft daarom een 
rijke bron voor feministisch onderzoek.
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Resumen
La presente tesis trata de la manera en la que la imagen de la maternidad es 
utilizada en la política mexicana y lo que esto supone para las mujeres involucradas 
en ella, especialmente en mujeres de tendencia política conservadora. En México, la 
maternidad es un pilar básico de la cultura y al mismo tiempo es una parte importante 
del repertorio político de género. Se trata de una de las nociones arquetípicas de la 
feminidad que se remite a la época colonial y se relaciona con la imagen de la Virgen de 
Guadalupe, aparición mexicana de la Virgen María. Esta representación está connotada 
por atributos de sacrificio, abnegación y pureza moral que influyen en la imagen y en 
las normas esperadas de la maternidad mexicana aun en la época secular, moderna y 
contemporánea. Lo anterior toma particular presencia tras dos momentos históricos: 
la época de la Revolución Mexicana (1910-1920) por la consolidación del Estado que 
ésta conlleva y la lucha por el sufragio. La Historia de la participación de la mujer en 
la política mexicana lleva en sí una carga histórica en la que la maternidad resurge una 
y otra vez como marcador decisivo de la identidad para incluir o excluir a la mujer de 
la escena política. Es por eso que esta tesis pretende investigar la manera en la que la 
maternidad ejerce influencia en el diálogo entre las mujeres y el estado. 
La imagen de la maternidad es una referencia importante de lo femenino e 
implica un factor de participación política de la mujer. Este factor puede ser reconocido 
tanto en discursos del partido dominante PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional) 
como en discursos de partidos de oposición de tendencias tanto de derecha como de 
izquierda. El PRI ha sido el partido dominante desde la Revolución hasta la fecha, con 
una interrupción de 2000-2016, cuando la oposición derechista del Partido Acción 
Nacional (PAN) ganó dos elecciones consecutivas. En cuanto a la tendencia izquierdista 
del panorama político, la maternidad se ve politizada a través de la lucha de madres en 
busca de justicia por sus seres queridos desaparecidos, mientras que en los discursos 
del PRI y del PAN, aparece predominantemente como política de Estado y como parte 
de una estrategia política electoral. Esta investigación comenzó durante el régimen 
del presidente Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994), cuando los partidos de oposición 
ganaban fuerza considerablemente. En ese tiempo la imagen de la maternidad fue 
sobresaliente particularmente para el PAN, partido de tendencia derechista. 
Esta tesis está dirigida a responder las dos siguientes preguntas relacionadas 
entre sí: ¿Qué papel desempeña la maternidad, como una representación de género, 
en los discursos de la política mexicana y cómo se relacionan las mujeres que participan 
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en la política formal, en especial las del PAN, con las diferentes nociones de género? 
Dar respuesta a estas preguntas nos permite comprender la forma en la que distintas 
nociones de maternidad se manifiestan como parte importante de las representaciones 
de género, permitiendo o restringiendo la participación política de las mujeres en 
México. En este trabajo se analiza la formación de los límites culturales y sociales 
que intervienen en la participación política. Dichos límites han sido marcados por 
el proceso de atribución de significado a aspectos culturales de género. El estudio 
de la construcción de identidad y subjetividad política de la mujer ofrece, por un 
lado, una introspectiva en el funcionamiento interno de estos límites, y por otro, un 
entendimiento de la agencia de las mujeres para traspasarlos y así involucrarse y formar 
parte de los procesos políticos. Con ello, se busca contribuir al conocimiento sobre la 
construcción de género en la política, los mecanismos de poder y cómo conceptualizar 
lo anterior con relación a las construcciones de género. 
Al mismo tiempo, la imagen de la mujer derechista, como eterna guardiana de 
valores y tradiciones que se vincula con la imagen tradicional de la madre, requiere ser 
cuestionada como una imagen esencialista. Para lograrlo, se aplicó una perspectiva 
multidimensional de género que compagina tanto la representación como la 
subjetividad. Subjetividad política y agencia destacan como conceptos relacionados. 
Se desarrolló así una perspectiva de género que abarca tres dimensiones: la de las 
representaciones simbólicas, que se relaciona con normas, valores, imágenes y 
representaciones de género; la institucional y estructural, que tiene que ver con la 
organización práctica vía estructuras e instituciones que rigen lo cotidiano y finalmente, 
la dimensión individual subjetiva, es decir, la de la identidad, la subjetividad y las 
experiencias. Para analizar el género desde esta perspectiva tridimensional, se 
combinaron, en texto y contexto, métodos de investigación etnográfica, biográfica  
y de análisis de discursos. 
En el primer capítulo se ofrece el contexto teórico y la motivación contextual,  
así como los conceptos centrales que elaboran esta tesis. Posteriormente, se presenta la 
primera de cinco publicaciones que conforman este trabajo. Se da inicio con el enfoque 
de la globalización, para ir adentrándose subsecuentemente, con cada capítulo, en 
una mirada nacional y regional hasta llegar al funcionamiento de la micro dinámica 
de agencia en la vida de una mujer involucrada en la política a través del PAN, quien 
ejercerá un papel protagónico en esta tesis. El enfoque de género multidimensional 
abarca también la relación entre el investigador y el sujeto investigado (o sujeto de 
estudio). En consecuencia, una de las cinco publicaciones en las que se basa esta 
tesis se dedica a examinar de manera autorreflexiva la relación entre investigador e 
investigado. Los diferentes capítulos de esta tesis tienen un sentido circular, tratando 
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la maternidad en sentido global e internacional, nacional, regional, local e incluso 
a escala micro. A partir de este último abordaje, de una mujer política y su relación 
intersubjetiva, se vuelve al contexto internacional en el marco de esta investigación.
El segundo capítulo pretende discernir cómo el enfoque de género 
multidimensional puede ayudar a desentrañar el problemático vínculo entre 
globalización y género. Esta difícil relación se analiza ampliamente a través de 
la perspectiva de género. Las diversas ortodoxias y dicotomías que sustentan la 
problemática relación antes mencionada son desarticuladas y puestas en uso para 
demostrar, con el apoyo de la perspectiva de género, que las representaciones 
de género están situadas en un nexo global/local y funcionan como marcador de 
frontera entre lo global y lo local. Lo que está claro es que dentro de una tendencia 
de democratización y modernización que surge en esta mezcla entre lo internacional, 
lo global y lo local, la maternidad tiene un lugar particular en la protección de la 
tradición y de la mexicanidad, y al mismo tiempo se extiende para tener presencia en 
el mundo laboral de mujeres y madres trabajadoras. Las representaciones políticas 
de la maternidad, especialmente las pronunciadas por el PAN, concilian nociones 
tradicionales y modernas. Los procesos de modernización y democratización como 
parte de la globalización tienen un efecto desestabilizador, o bien, restructurador  
en la división de lo público y lo privado. Con la incorporación de la mujer en la vida 
pública a través del mercado de trabajo o de la política, la imagen tradicional de la 
masculinidad se ve a su vez cuestionada. Es entonces que suele surgir la figura de  
la maternidad, ya que reafirma la figura masculina como la del protector y proveedor. 
En el tercer capítulo, este análisis se lleva de manera más amplia al contexto de 
México como región perteneciente a Latino América. Aquí se busca comprender cómo 
el repertorio cultural de la maternidad se relaciona con el proyecto político nacional 
de modernización y democratización de México. Nos enfocamos particularmente 
en dos momentos de la trayectoria política mexicana, uno de ellos es la lucha por el 
sufragio. Esta lucha tiene origen en el congreso feminista de Yucatán en 1916 y perduró 
hasta 1953. En ella se aprecian diferentes connotaciones atribuidas a la maternidad por 
diversos grupos a través de características arquetípicas como la abnegación y la pureza 
moral. Estas características son manipuladas y politizadas como alegatos para mantener 
a las mujeres al margen de las decisiones políticas, con base en el temor conservador 
de que fueran corrompidas o, de que su lealtad al clero y sus supuesta inclinación 
conservadora las inclinara a votar por la oposición. Pero, por otro lado, estas mismas 
características que se les atribuyen sirven como defensa de la causa sufragista pues 
son atribuciones inherentes a un sistema democrático incorruptible y favorece, por 
tanto, la entrada de la mujer en la política. Así pues, la imagen de la maternidad puede 
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jugar a favor de estrategias feministas para la entrada de la mujer a la política o de su 
consagración a la esfera de la vida privada y doméstica. Se trata entonces de una imagen 
ambivalente, a la vez inclusiva y exclusiva, y por lo tanto ambigua si se la considera 
en términos de plataforma de poder para la participación política de la mujer, porque 
puede prestarse para su articulación en discursos opuestos. 
Que la imagen de la maternidad sea articulada en procesos de inclusión 
y exclusión de la participación de la mujer en la política no es un fenómeno 
exclusivamente mexicano, sino que ha ocurrido también en otros países de Latino 
América. Existe un cierto paralelismo al respecto. En diferentes países de Latino 
América el repertorio de género de maternidad resurge (re)definiendo la identidad 
política y nacional o inspirando a la resistencia contra los regímenes políticos 
autoritarios. Un ejemplo se muestra en el régimen autoritario de Salinas de Gortari (PRI, 
1988-1994). Como se mencionó anteriormente, durante este régimen hubo un fuerte 
crecimiento de la oposición en contra del PRI. Por parte de la izquierda, Rosario Ibarra 
de Piedra, candidata a la presidencia por el Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores 
politizó su imagen de madre sufriente en búsqueda de justicia para encontrar a su 
hijo desaparecido. En cuanto a la derecha, el PAN logró inspirar a mujeres para que 
participaran en la política apelando a la politización de su rol como madres y amas 
de casa. A pesar de la firme postura del PAN en contra de la legalización del aborto, 
lo que implica que concibe a la maternidad como un atributo de la naturaleza, se ve 
la posibilidad de que la maternidad sea extendida de la vida privada a la vida pública 
y hasta la escena política. Como partido que se postula como moderno, neoliberal, 
la politización de la maternidad es un recurso conciliador entre nociones religiosas 
conservadoras y modernas, suavizando, por así decirlo, la división público-privado 
dentro del ideal de la familia burguesa.
En el capítulo cuarto se hace un acercamiento al contexto específico de la 
zona de la frontera norte de México, donde mujeres del PAN articulan la maternidad 
como parte de su motivación para volverse políticamente activas. En este capítulo se 
describe cómo participantes y activistas políticas femeninas del PAN se construyen 
como agentes morales utilizando sus diferentes nociones de maternidad. Se inicia a 
través de dos eventos políticos de la Historia en los cuales el Día de las Madres es usado 
como herramienta política. El primero es el mismo evento que da pie a la instauración 
de ese día, en 1922. El segundo tiene lugar en 1968, en la región fronteriza de Tijuana, 
cuando el PRI organiza como parte de su campaña electoral el primer concurso de “La 
madre más feliz”. Estos momentos hablan de la importancia y el énfasis que se le da 
al rol materno como figura de abnegación y entrega a su marido e hijos. La imagen 
de la maternidad es utilizada en estos casos para calmar el pánico moral y reafirmar la 
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imagen masculina como la del protector y proveedor de la familia. De esta forma se crea 
una analogía del diálogo entre la mujer y el Estado como el diálogo entre masculinidad 
y maternidad representando la figura del proveedor y la de la dadora de cuidados 
respectivamente. 
El concurso de “La madre más feliz” de 1968 fue concebido por el PRI para elevar 
su popularidad ante la cada vez más fuerte oposición del PAN. El PAN ha demostrado 
tener fuerza en la frontera norte, y el papel de la mujer ha sido importante en este 
proceso. Al estudiar los diferentes movimientos electorales de la frontera norte en 
1986 y 1992, particularmente en Ciudad Juárez, queda claro que incluso mujeres que 
no pertenecen al tradicional círculo de mujeres de clases media y alta actúan como 
simpatizantes del PAN en contra del PRI por sus acciones electorales fraudulentas. Estas 
mujeres recurren a su identidad de madres como motivación para volverse activistas y 
participar en la política. El movimiento de mujeres activistas del PAN incluye también 
un número considerable de mujeres de clase media y alta, parte de ellas también 
inspiradas por el catolicismo, que ponen la maternidad en el centro de su identidad. 
El PAN se ha mostrado ávido de extrapolar la maternidad de la vida privada a la pública 
política. Ha logrado, a su vez, movilizar exitosamente a las mujeres bajo esa premisa. 
Sin embargo, para las mujeres involucradas, la maternidad significa una motivación 
genuina. La articulación de la maternidad como parte de su identidad política subjetiva 
abre la posibilidad de formarse como legítimas participantes políticas. 
Las nociones de maternidad han sido articuladas por el PAN a través del tiempo y 
el espacio para promover la movilización de las mujeres, con resultados diferenciados. 
En el 2013, después de que el PAN ganó las elecciones del 2000 y del 2016, quedaba ya 
poco de este movimiento activista femenino. El cambio de patrones en una dimensión 
institucional de la participación política y de la construcción de género va de la 
mano con los cambios de la articulación de la maternidad. El PAN no logró formular 
soluciones a los problemas enfrentados por muchas de esas mujeres, sobre todo en 
la clase trabajadora, donde se presentan dificultades para combinar la crianza de los 
hijos con el mundo laboral. Por otro lado, hay un fuerte aumento en la violencia de 
género y feminicidios. Aun así, en el 2013 todavía existían grupos de mujeres activistas 
simpatizantes del PAN que continuaban promoviendo los valores de maternidad de 
las campañas de los noventa. Sin embargo, también hay otras mujeres activistas que 
no se comprometen con esta imagen de la maternidad, pero ayudan a las mujeres en 
su papel de madres que tienen que procurar diariamente el bienestar de sus hijos, 
exigiendo apoyo de guarderías. Otras más luchan contra la impunidad que se vive ante 
el asesinato de sus hijas. Esto representa otra forma de politización de la maternidad, 
como parte de asociaciones civiles que protestan contra las autoridades y contra el 
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fracaso político. Lo que comprueban los diferentes casos estudiados en el capítulo 
cuarto, es que cada mujer trata la imagen arquetípica de la maternidad de forma 
sustancialmente variada para construir su subjetividad política. 
En el quinto capítulo se hace un acercamiento a la negociación de la noción 
de maternidad en la dimensión subjetiva del género. Este capítulo trabaja sobre la 
pregunta de cómo se manifiesta la agencia en la forma en la que una mujer de derecha 
en la política mexicana replica, negocia y aun subvierte la estructura del discurso 
político del partido. Frecuentemente, la agencia es reconocida como tal únicamente 
cuando va en contra de las normas. Por eso, se analiza en el marco de la dicotomía 
entre estructura y agencia. Entre el cumplimiento y la resistencia. Es importante 
no apegarse demasiado a esta dicotomía ni escencializarlas ni considerarlas como 
ingenuas y manipulables, especialmente cuando se estudia a mujeres de tendencia 
derechista. Para tomar distancia de esta dicotomía, este capítulo se basa en la historia 
de vida de una mujer panista, Marina, quien proyecta la maternidad como la base de 
su participación política. Se hace un análisis del discurso de Marina, considerando sus 
propias palabras como una narrativa y un texto en contexto.
Al aplicar el análisis de texto, desde el nivel manifiesto de su narrativa, y también 
a nivel de la estructura, se hace inteligible cómo Marina juega con las supuestas 
contradicciones entre seguir lo tradicional y ser autónoma. Por un lado, Marina siente 
que su participación política era, en sus propias palabras, prácticamente inherente, 
pero por otro lado su inclinación hacia la política se debe a sus propias decisiones y 
acciones. Ella es (e intenta convencer que todos lo somos) sujeto de una fuerza natural, 
un flujo moral, al que en ocasiones llama “evolución”, mientras que opina e interfiere 
en ese proceso según sus deseos e intereses. Este juego entre ser al mismo tiempo 
sujeto de un proceso mayor y agente de su propio derecho es crucial en la manera  
en la que Marina construye su agencia basándose en repeticiones que consciente  
(o no) y deliberadamente repite, dirigiendo la historia que está contando a otra historia 
que también quiere narrar. Este juego está encriptado en la estructura de su discurso, 
rebelando la tensión entre la construcción dirigida a la estructura del carácter a través 
del texto, y la naturalidad del contenido con que lo relaciona. Dicha naturalidad es 
producto de un diseño portador de una identidad política que transmite el trasfondo 
político correcto y tradicional del PAN, mientras que no deja las decisiones al azar o a 
la tradición, sino que toma las riendas de su propio destino. Es como si tejiera un tapiz 
de colores de la misma gama, naturalidad y tradición, contrastados con destellos de su 
propia personalidad moderna e individualista. La construcción de la naturalidad que 
ella siente como necesaria es creada para pertenecer al ámbito político en el cual la 
mujer no suele ser lo natural. Marina empieza su carrera siendo soltera y sin hijos  
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y logra ser ella misma desde el principio teniendo que crear por sus propios medios un 
espacio para desenvolverse en la escena política que no ponga en riesgo su feminidad 
ni su decencia. 
Lo que es evidente es que a pesar de que este personaje político repite los 
discursos de su partido en relación a los ideales de feminidad y familia, lleva estos 
discursos a algo más allá de la mera repetición. Al apropiarse de los discursos, repite 
los ideales de su partido ampliando su significado y ampliando las connotaciones de 
maternidad del nivel esencial al nivel moral. No niega abiertamente los ideales de su 
partido, sino que los sacude para apropiárselos y ganarse la difícil meta de pertenecer 
al mundo político masculino en el que la integridad sexual de la mujer se pone en un 
verdadero riesgo. Subvierte los discursos de la maternidad al punto que cuestiona su 
significado desde el punto de vista moral, para dejar de considerarlo como exclusivo de 
la esfera doméstica, pero protege el aspecto de la decencia para transferirlo al mundo 
político y argumentar que es la pureza de la mujer la que puede redimir al corrupto 
mundo de la política. En esta negociación del discurso con las normas implicadas y en 
este “acto de habla” su agencia se vuelve tangible.  
Cabe mencionar que efectuar este análisis no hubiera sido posible si yo no 
hubiera antes superado mis propias dificultades en relación con las mujeres de 
tendencia derechista, que en un principio me impidieron identificar su agencia. 
El enfoque estratificado de género compagina la relación entre el investigador y el 
sujeto de estudio y cómo la agencia se construye como parte de esta relación. Por 
eso, el capítulo sexto ha sido dedicado a profundizar, de manera autorreflexiva, en 
esta relación entre el investigador y el sujeto de estudio. A lo largo de este capítulo, 
se realiza un ejercicio autorreflexivo de esta jornada para investigar cómo mi propio 
compromiso con este trabajo tiñe mi entendimiento de la agencia. Al cuestionar mi 
tendencia de rechazo hacia las mujeres de derecha, quedó en claro que mi postura 
de investigador había influenciado mi entendimiento teórico y mi entendimiento del 
contexto mexicano. Ponerme en esta situación de vulnerabilidad y adentrarme en 
mis presunciones marcó la importancia de la autorreflexividad como una herramienta 
crucial para el entendimiento del feminismo. 
Reflexioné sobre cómo desarrollos teóricos e ideas feministas que forman parte 
de la práctica académica a la que pertenezco, influyeron en mi visión dando como 
resultado un latente deseo de encontrar en cada mujer algún rastro de resistencia, 
alguna huella de espíritu de rebeldía que se manifestara contra el statu quo, o al 
menos en parte, sin importar qué tan profundo haya que cavar para encontrarlo. 
Por consiguiente, lo contrario, es decir, la ausencia de resistencia, puede llevar 
a las mujeres a ser percibidas como seres dóciles o hasta títeres culturales en el 
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juego político dominado por los hombres. Ya que la agencia de Marina, al igual que 
la de otras mujeres del PAN, no se manifiesta abiertamente como resistencia, caí 
inconscientemente en la trampa de yo misma considerarlas ingenuas y dóciles. Fue 
únicamente gracias al proceso del análisis del discurso, como un análisis de texto,  
que pude descubrir de lo que se trataba la agencia de Marina. El análisis del texto 
ofrece, por un lado, métodos específicos estandarizados, así como técnicas para lidiar 
con el texto, pero por otro lado aporta una forma de autorreflexión por la continua 
dinámica de interpretación que exigen las alternancias entre texto y contexto. En este 
caso, del mexicano, así como del mundo internacional académico constructor de 
teorías y de mi mudo personal holandés.
En el capítulo conclusivo, el número siete, se describen, a un nivel más elevado, 
las ventajas de trabajar con la perspectiva de género como herramienta analítica, 
basándose en los resultados obtenidos en los capítulos precedentes. La aplicación de la 
perspectiva de género permite esclarecer, dentro de la maternidad, que los procesos de 
inclusión y exclusión surgen a través de un efecto unificado de discursos disciplinarios 
y de agencia instaurados en la construcción de subjetividades individuales. Esta 
perspectiva ayuda a comprender cómo las representaciones de género, y en este caso 
las de maternidad son frecuentemente presentadas como esenciales e innegociables, 
pero que son destruidas y reconstruidas en la práctica política cotidiana. Las mujeres 
del PAN que participan en la política politizando su maternidad y la maternidad en 
general, crean un espacio para maniobrar entre lo representado propiamente como 
femenino en un contexto determinado y la reconstrucción de lo que es representativo 
de la feminidad. Dentro de la dinámica entre lo representable y lo representado, la 
agencia de estas mujeres se vuelve visible, demostrando que hay agencia invertida en 
mantener la norma y no únicamente en transgredirla. 
Ya que lo representado y lo representable varían según el contexto y la mujer, 
la perspectiva de género ofrece un valioso instrumento que puede ser aplicado 
en diferentes contextos mientras se evite el etnocentrismo y las interpretaciones 
de género pre adquiridas. Sin embargo, evitar la etnicidad depende también del 
investigador, ya que la dinámica de lo representable y lo representado lo involucra.  
La autorreflexión, tal como se entiende en esta tesis, señala la necesidad de reconocer 
que la agencia, tanto del investigador como del sujeto de estudio, está decretada a 
través de la intersubjetividad y de las relaciones de poder involucradas en el trabajo  
‚de investigación.
La aplicación de la perspectiva de género multidimensional demuestra que 
la representación de la maternidad ha tenido una gran importancia histórica en la 
formación del diálogo entre las mujeres y el Estado mexicano, determinando los 
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límites entre cómo es representada y representable la maternidad, dentro y fuera del 
ámbito político. La extrapolación de la maternidad de la vida privada a la de la esfera 
pública nacional se vuelve ‘gubernamentalidad’ y ofrece a las mujeres la posibilidad de 
reconstruirse como agentes morales en el ámbito político. Ya sea viniendo de mujeres 
de clase alta o baja, se cree frecuentemente que las mujeres como madres se preocupan 
por los otros, especialmente por sus hijos. Con frecuencia esta idea es la que promueve 
su participación y la politización de su imagen. La maternidad es una imagen tenaz y 
repetitiva que resurge particularmente en los momentos clave de cambio político y se 
consolida en lo que he catalogado como un tropo retórico que se atribuye a diversas 
nociones según tiempo, espacio y contexto. El término tropo captura, desde mi punto 
de vista, el poder imaginativo y discursivo de esta imagen. Articulado en distintos 
discursos políticos, este tropo es sujeto de políticas de representación en las que puede 
ser retóricamente atribuido a diferentes nociones con consecuencias reales. 
Ya que este tropo funciona como pivote vital en la división entre lo público y lo 
privado, tiende a resurgir en momentos en los que la división de lo público y lo privado 
entra en conflicto o bajo amenaza de ser reconfigurada. Esto no aplica exclusivamente 
para México, sino también en otros contextos. Especialmente donde se encuentran 
regímenes autoritarios, la maternidad aparece como vehículo de (re) masculinización 
vinculando al hombre con el Estado. Podemos citar algunos ejemplos, como las 
recientes palabras del presidente de Turquía Erdogan, quien públicamente declaró que 
una mujer que rechaza la maternidad es deficiente e incompleta. Mientras que, en otros 
contextos, la maternidad es politizada como parte de una estrategia de incorporación 
de la mujer a la política, ofreciendo una alternativa no amenazante para el hombre. 
Un reciente ejemplo de esto es la manera en la que Hillary Clinton, como parte de su 
campaña electoral para la presidencia, fue promovida por su hija Chelsea, quien en 
un discurso proclamó que al ser Hillary Clinton tan buena madre y abuela, sería en 
consecuencia una buena presidente. Hizo referencia a su capacidad maternal de cuidar 
a otros, su interés por los otros, que en el fondo se transfiere a la esfera pública y así se 
politiza.
Gracias a la perspectiva de género estos contextos tan diferentes pueden 
ser estudiados desde una perspectiva comparativa para analizar cómo la noción de 
maternidad marca los límites de lo público y lo privado para las mujeres, mientras que 
al mismo tiempo investigamos cómo las mujeres negocian estos límites. Maternidad, 
en consecuencia, sigue siendo una rica fuente de investigación feminista.
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MOTHERHOOD POLITICIZED
Gender and political subjectivities in Mexico
Tine Davids
This thesis investigates the many ways in which the notion of motherhood is politicized 
in Mexican politics and what this means for women who participate in politics, either 
as holding elected office, as party official or being activists. In Mexico, motherhood 
is an important part of the gender repertoire, surfacing time and again as a decisive 
identity marker that is used either to include or exclude women from the political arena. 
By analysing how individual women construct their political identities and subjectivities 
this study shows how women, particularly right-wing women, politicize motherhood 
in order to create room to maneuver between competing notions of femininity. 
Using a multidimensional approach to gender this study provides insight into the 
workings of boundaries related to political participation, as well as the agency women 
have in entering and creating a sense of belonging to the political arena. It is shown 
that the politicization of motherhood figures importantly in understanding of women’s 
political participation in Mexico and Latin America and beyond.
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